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Preface 


The desert fathers and mothers of fourth century Egypt created a spirituality 
of remarkable depth and enduring power from their reading and interpreta- 
tion of Scripture. This book tells the story of early monastic spirituality in 
light of the hermeneutic that shaped it and within the context of the ascetical 
world of late antiquity. 

The themes discussed here arose in my mind somewhat unexpectedly, the 
result of a happy convergence of two abiding interests: biblical interpretation 
and monastic culture. For some time, I had been interested in the question 
of how one determines meaning in the interpretation of biblical texts. In 
particular, I wondered whether it was possible to reconcile the diverse and 
often diametrically opposed approaches to biblical interpretation found in 
ancient and contemporary Christianity. The ancient and medieval Christian 
hermeneutical approaches posed a challenge: while they clearly did not es- 
tablish the meaning of the text in the particular determinative way charac- 
terized by the contemporary historical-critical approach, they most certainly 
did establish meaning. The typological, allegorical, and sometimes literal 
readings of Scripture in which these ancient interpreters were engaged all 
comprised attempts to derive meaning from the texts. And yet, what kind of 
meaning was it? Were their interpretations genuine responses to the text or 
merely whimsical creations utterly detached from the biblical text itself? 

The early monastic world of Egypt presents an especially good place to 
examine these questions. Here is a culture steeped in Scripture, viewing it 
not simply as an object of study but as a source of real spiritual sustenance. 
Daily ruminating and imbibing the Word within the rounds of work and 
prayer, the monks sought to reshape their imaginations around the world of 
Scripture and to allow it to penetrate to the core of their beings and their 
communities. The Sayings of the Desert Fathers struck me as a particularly 
fruitful source for considering the character and aim of the early monastic 
hermeneutic. Not only are the stories and sayings themselves inherently in- 
teresting, filled as they are with a motley band of colorful characters, wild 
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adventures, and stinging, memorable ‘‘one-liners’’; they also present a con- 
sistent struggle on the part of the monks to realize in their lives the holiness 
to which they felt called by Scripture. Here is a hermeneutic firmly embed- 
ded within the practical challenges presented by the ascetical life the monks 
had taken up in the Egyptian desert: a hermeneutic that demands, ultimately, 
that the meaning of a text be expressed in a life. 

In exploring the character and shape of the desert hermeneutic here, I 
want to suggest that this complex, sophisticated, and creative approach to 
Scripture, which has been so neglected in considerations of the history of 
biblical interpretation, deserves to be better known; and that it can stimulate 
further thought about the contributions ancient hermeneutical strategies can 
make to our contemporary understanding of how to derive meaning from 
texts. I want to suggest also that an elucidation of the early monastic her- 
meneutic can contribute to a better understanding of the religious experience 
of the early monks and can help to situate their religious aspirations more 
clearly within the broad quest for holiness in late antiquity. The reading and 
interpretation of texts played a crucial role in the ascetical world of late 
antiquity; this exploration of the desert monks’ hermeneutic can add color 
and texture to our picture of that world. 


It is a pleasure to thank those whose support and encouragement have made 
this book possible: my friends in the Christian Spirituality program at the 
Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley, whose kindness, lively interest in 
my work, and commitment to building community provided the rich soil in 
which the ideas for this book first took root; Donald Nicholl, my first teacher 
of religious studies and a close friend, who first posed the questions that led 
me to the study of spirituality; Rebecca Lyman, whose thoughtful criticism 
helped me to situate the desert monks more carefully within the world of 
the fourth century; William Short, O.F.M., whose good humor often lifted 
my spirits and whose attention to detail contributed greatly to the improve- 
ment of this study; Graham Gould, whose own work on the Sayings has 
considerably deepened my understanding of it; Peter Brown, in whose sem- 
inar **Monks and Philosophers” at the University of California at Berkeley 
many of the seeds of this study were first sown; Lucien Regnault, who 
graciously hosted me during a visit to Solesmes and who shared with me so 
much of his considerable knowledge of the desert fathers; Robert Wilken, 
whose careful reading of the manuscript helped me to rethink some funda- 
mental issues; Sandra Schneiders, whose probing analysis of my work helped 
me to focus on the significant questions and whose example of engaged 
scholarship has provided a model of how to study spirituality; the monks of 
the Monastery of St. Macarius in Egypt, who revealed to me the continuing 
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vitality of the ancient tradition of the desert fathers; the community of Cis- 
terician nuns at Redwoods Monastery, whose generous hospitality provided 
me with a place of warmth and silence in which to think through some 
difficult questions. 

I would also like to express my appreciation to Mike Foley and Georgia 
Frank, who scrutinized the proofs and provided numerous helpful sugges- 
tions for improvements; to Sylvia Coates, who prepared the indexes; to Ste- 
phen Privett, S.J., of Santa Clara University, who provided generous finan- 
cial assistance that helped bring the book to completion; and to Cynthia 
Read and Paul Schlotthauer of Oxford University Press, whose interest in 
the book helped give it life, and whose perceptive critiques improved it 
immensely. 

I would especially like to thank my wife, Mary Ellen, whose love, ten- 
derness, and sense of play enrich my life more than I can say. 


Oakland, California D. B.-C. 
June 1992 
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Author’s Note 


In citing biblical texts found in the Sayings, parentheses are used to indicate 
direct biblical quotations or texts with close verbal similarities to the original 
biblical text; brackets are used to indicate allusions or biblical references 
whose verbal similarities with the original biblical text are less than exact. 

English translations of biblical texts cited in the Sayings are for the most 
part taken from Benedicta Ward’s English translation of the Sayings. In a 
few instances, as indicated in the notes, translations are either my own or 
from the Revised Standard Version. 
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Introduction: 
Toward a Desert Hermeneutic 


The retreat to the desert and growth of monasticism in fourth-century Egypt 
has long been recognized as one of the most significant and alluring mo- 
ments of early Christianity. In the withdrawal from the mainstream of soci- 
ety and culture to the stark solitude of the desert, a vibrant and original 
spirituality was born which had a wide influence on both contemporaries 
and succeeding generations. It was a rich and varied movement, full of 
apparent contradictions and paradoxes. Although largely composed of per- 
sons from an oral, rural, peasant culture, desert monasticism also attracted 
many from a more literate, urban culture of the late Roman Empire. Char- 
acterized by a certain simplicity and even naiveté, the monks were neverthe- 
less capable of subtle discernment regarding the complex forces in the hu- 
man soul. In their solitude, they consciously removed themselves from ordinary 
contact with their fellow human beings and were often perceived as aloof 
and forbidding; yet they were also revered for their extraordinary depth of 
compassion. They audaciously battled the demons in the desert, but humbly 
refused to acknowledge their own power. They spoke words of authority, 
though it was often in their silence that they were most eloquent. Many of 
the desert monks refused to participate in the growing establishment of the 
church under Constantine, choosing instead to live on the margins of society 
under the direct guidance of the Spirit and the Word of God. Yet in spite of 
or perhaps because of their singular response to the issues of their time, they 
had a far reaching impact on contemporary society and church and left a 
rich and varied legacy. 

It is not easy to account for this extraordinary flowering in the desert. 
What motivated the early desert monks? Why did they withdraw to the des- 
ert in the first place and what drove them to embrace the hardships and 
rigors of life there with such seeming abandon? What concerns filled their 
days and nights? Why did they exert such a powerful attraction upon their 
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contemporaries and succeeding generations? These and other basic questions 
about early desert monasticism press themselves insistently upon anyone who 
encounters the literature of this movement. And the questions have gener- 
ated a variety of responses. Early monasticism has been said to have arisen 
as a quest for knowledge (gnosis); a flight from taxes; a refuge from the 
law; a new form of martyrdom; revival of an earlier Jewish ascetical move- 
ment; a rejection of classical culture; an expression of Manichean dualism; 
a response to a call from the Gospels. These are only some of the explana- 
tions which have been proposed over the years to account for the appearance 
of monasticism during the late third and early fourth century in Egypt and 
elsewhere. Each one has its merits and is helpful to varying degrees in shed- 
ding light on the inner life of early monasticism and its impact on the world. 
Indeed, if the study of early monasticism during the last generation has 
taught us anything, it is that this complex movement cannot be explained or 
accounted for by reference to any single cause or idea. Still, one means of 
coming to a better understanding of this mysterious world is to penetrate 
deeply into one of its primary impulses. An aspect of early monasticism 
which has particular promise for unveiling the world of the desert monks is 
their use and interpretation of Scripture—the ‘‘desert hermeneutic.”’ 

Of the diverse forces which gave rise to and defined the quest for holiness 
in early monasticism, Scripture stands as one of the most fundamental and 
influential. Certain key texts from the Scriptures, especially those having to 
do with renunciation and detachment, stood at the beginning of desert mo- 
nasticism, serving as primary sources of inspiration for the whole move- 
ment. These and numerous other biblical texts filled the day-to-day existence 
of the desert monks, providing a horizon of meaning in light of which they 
understood their ongoing quest for salvation: the Scriptures were experi- 
enced as authoritative words which pierced the hearts of the monks, illumi- 
nated them concerning the central issues of their lives, protected and com- 
forted them during dark times of struggle and anxiety, and provided practical 
help in their ongoing quest for holiness. The characteristic spirituality or 
expression of holiness which emerged in the desert movement was a funda- 
mentally biblical one: the monks appropriated Scripture so deeply that they 
came to be seen by their contemporaries as living ‘‘bearers of the word." 
By looking at the spirituality of the desert monks—their words, gestures, 
silences—through the lens of their hermeneutic, we can bring the image of 
holiness in the desert movement into sharper focus. The central theme of 
this book, then, is how the use and interpretation of Scripture shaped the 
quest for holiness amongst the desert monks of early Christianity. 

In fleshing out this question, it will be useful to bear in mind three main 
issues or perspectives. First there are Aistorical issues. There has been con- 
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siderable dispute among historians regarding the origins of monasticism, the 
major influences upon its rise and growth and its effects on the world within 
which it existed. A better understanding of the place of Scripture in early 
monasticism can help to clarify the extent and character of various influ- 
ences upon the early monastic movement and to situate early monasticism 
more clearly within its world. It can also reveal the characteristic features 
of the pedagogy practiced in the desert and show how it differed from and 
agreed with the classical Greek pedagogical model. The investigation of the 
place of Scripture in the world of the desert can add a new dimension to our 
knowledge of its rich spirituality and provide a clearer historical picture of 
certain key facets of that world: it can help to shed new light on the meaning 
of such important dimensions of desert spirituality as renunciation, discern- 
ment of spirits, fighting the demons, the charismatic relationship between 
master and disciple, the gift of tears, freedom from care, humility, silence, 
purity of heart, and the extraordinary compassion that fills so much of this 
literature. 

There are also hermeneutical issues to consider. Principally, this concerns 
the meaning of the patterns of biblical interpretation found in the desert 
literature. A close study of the interpretation of Scripture within early mo- 
nasticism can tell us much about the place of biblical interpretation within 
the moral and spiritual lives of Christians living in late antiquity. As such, 
it can help to fill out an important but heretofore neglected chapter in the 
history of biblical interpretation. A consideration of the desert hermeneutic 
can also contribute significantly to our understanding of how human beings 
derive meaning from sacred texts and can provide a fruitful point of entry 
for a dialogue with contemporary hermeneutics. To take but one example, 
the desert hermeneutic offers an intriguing perspective regarding how ‘‘prej- 
udices’’ or preunderstanding affect the interpretation of sacred texts: the monks’ 
physical solitude and social marginality certainly affected their interpretation 
of Scripture in important ways. Similarly, silence, praxis, and purity of heart 
were seen as important moral preconditions for hearing and interpreting the 
Scriptures in all their fullness. Seen from this perspective, the study of the 
desert hermeneutic can contribute an important new chapter to the history of 
biblical interpretation and provide an intriguing stimulus to contemporary 
thinking about the interpretation of Scripture. 

Finally, this book poses questions about the meaning of holiness within 
the ancient monastic movement and about the role Scripture played in bring- 
ing this quest for holiness to realization. These questions are related to the 
hermeneutical ones but are concerned more directly with understanding how 
interpretation of Scripture led the monks toward personal and communal 
transformation—toward the realization of holiness. What authority did sa- 
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cred texts have in the spiritual life, and how was that authority experienced? 
What moral attitude or posture did the monks feel was most appropriate and 
fruitful for understanding and realizing the meaning of Scripture? What was 
the relationship between praxis and understanding of Scripture? What did it 
mean to fulfill the words of Scripture in one’s life? These questions open 
out onto an even wider circle of questions about the meaning of holiness 
that the desert monks asked themselves: What did it mean to know the self, 
to live with integrity? How could one learn to contend with the seemingly 
uncontrollable forces that assaulted one from within and without? What was 
the possibility of achieving freedom from these forces and a sense of abiding 
peace? What did it mean to give oneself in love? These are the kinds of 
ultimate questions which the desert fathers put to Scripture and which helped 
to stimulate and give shape to the biblical spirituality of the desert. 

Any number of early monastic texts could be used as a basis for exploring 
these questions. In this book, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers will provide 
the primary lens through which we examine the early monastic world.’ A 
brief word is necessary about the choice of this text. Although the collection 
of sayings and stories known as the Sayings is not strictly speaking the 
earliest text from early Egyptian monasticism, its nevertheless provides us 
with some of the earliest testimony from that world. It is precisely its prim- 
itive, relatively unsophisticated quality that makes it among the most impor- 
tant and interesting texts for understanding the early eremetical and semi- 
eremetical monastic world and its spirituality. It contains, moreover, a wealth 
of evidence regarding the place and function of Scripture in the life of the 
desert. However, unlike some of the other major early monastic texts of the 
fourth and fifth century which come to us from the perspective of outsiders, 
the Sayings often presents a valuable ‘‘insider’s view’’ of early monastic life 
and its concerns. In short, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers provides one 
of the best possible places to observe and analyze the hermeneutic of the 
early desert movement and its effects upon the monks' ongoing quest for 
holiness. 

To begin this analysis, it is worth taking some time to think about the 
way desert monasticism has been perceived and interpreted from the earliest 
times until the present. The contemporary reader of the desert literature is 
faced with an ''effective history," or accumulated weight of opinion, on 
this subject which has dictated to a very great extent the shape of the present 
discussion of desert spirituality. Therefore, an examination of this effective 
history is a first step in learning how the desert fathers come to us—and 
how we come to them. This means accounting for both the ongoing appeal 
of the desert ideal and literature—the retrieval of desert spirituality at differ- 
ent historical moments—as well as some of the major critiques which have 
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been levelled against the desert movement. Such a sketch will help to bring 
into sharper focus the place of Scripture in the quest for holiness among the 
early desert monks. 


The Desert Fathers’ Legacy 


Desert monasticism, as story and spirituality, caught the imagination of the 
ancient world, and its appeal has diminished little over the centuries. A 
movement of bold gestures and heroic figures, desert monasticism has in- 
cluded as part of its legacy a legion of admirers and imitators. Whether 
moved by the desert fathers’ approach to prayer, or their example of with- 
drawal into solitude, or the penetrating psychological insights developed 
through the practice of discernment of spirits, those who have followed or 
admired the way of the desert have seen in it a way of life rooted in Scrip- 
ture and the source for a humane spirituality of compassion. Still, the desert 
movement has also had its detractors and, although fewer in number, they 
have been strident in their criticism of it. The complaint against the desert 
movement has arisen for two main reasons: that in its growth and develop- 
ment desert monasticism fundamentally misunderstood and departed from 
the spirit of Jesus and the Gospels; and that in its extreme physical, social, 
and intellectual renunciation, desert spirituality had a debilitating effect on 
the growth of humane culture. A brief discussion of the legacy of desert 
monasticism from the perspectives of both its supporters and its detractors 
can help to provide a context for considering the significance of the desert 
hermeneutic. 


The Desert Legacy Embraced 


The positive legacy of desert literature in the traditions of both Western and 
Eastern Christianity has been truly impressive. From the very beginning, 
stories about the desert monks spread rapidly and widely. St. Athanasius, 
biographer of St. Antony and contemporary of the earliest movement by 
monks into the Egyptian desert, noted with amazement toward the end of 
his Vita Antonii how far word of Antony’s life had already traveled by the 
time he wrote his story in the middle of the fourth century. Reflecting on 
the paradox that Antony’s withdrawal into obscurity had produced such no- 
toriety, Athanasius asked, ‘‘How is it that he was heard of, though con- 
cealed and sitting in a mountain, in Spain and Gaul, and in Rome and Africa 

. 2"? [n a celebrated passage from his Confessions, Augustine tells us 
that the story had indeed spread to distant lands by the time he was in Milan 
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and was widely known. He relates how he and his friend Alypius first heard 
of St. Antony from their friend Ponticianus and how deeply the story moved 
them. Augustine comments—noting both the capacity of the story to fire the 
imagination and its widespread currency—that all three of them were amazed 
at what they heard: *'Alypius and I because the story was so remarkable, 
and Ponticianus because we had not heard it before! "? For Augustine, as 
for many others in late antiquity, the stories of St. Antony and the other 
desert monks touched a nerve. The sheer numbers who either followed An- 
tony to the desert or, like Augustine, were provoked by his example into 
making other dramatic changes in their lives, testify to the power which the 
ascetic impulse had during late antiquity. 

The ongoing appeal of desert literature as a major resource for Western 
medieval monastic spirituality was ensured in large part by St. Benedict's 
positive assessment of it. In his vastly influential Rule, Benedict exhorted 
his monks to read the Conferences, Institutes, and Lives of the Fathers—a 
clear reference to the writings of John Cassian on the desert movement.^ In 
addition to the writings of Cassian, there is evidence that The Sayings of the 
Desert Fathers was well known and loved in medieval Benedictine monas- 
teries." The desert literature served not only as one of the main sources for 
medieval monastic lectio divina but also inspired many monastic and reli- 
gious reform movements in the medieval West. These often looked back to 
a ''desert ideal’ and made a point of geographical withdrawal to inaccessi- 
ble desertlike sites. During every monastic revival in the Middle Ages—in 
the Carolingian period, in the eleventh century at Monte Cassino, Cluny, 
Camaldoli, and in the twelfth century at Citeaux—the desert ideal of Egypt, 
and in particular the example of Antony, would be recalled. In some cases, 
as with the Carmelites and the Capuchin Franciscans, the spirit of the desert 
was adapted and integrated into a form of religious life more closely in- 
volved with engagement in the world than that of the first monks. The resil- 
ience and adaptability of the desert ideal to different circumstances and dif- 
ferent ways of life was in fact one of its chief virtues. As Jean Leclercq 
notes, regardless of the particular observance under which the medieval monks 
lived, the life of Antony and the other desert monks was ‘‘a living text, a 
means of formation of monastic life.’’® 

In the modern West, the influence of the desert has been felt not only in 
religious revivals but also in literature and art. Recent scholarship has re- 
vealed the surprising extent to which desert spirituality affected such diverse 
religious renewal movements as the German Evangelicals and Pietists in 
Pennsylvania, the Devotio Moderna movement in France, and the Methodist 
revival in England.’ There has also been considerable artistic response to 
the desert in the West, focused particularly on St. Antony. This response 
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sometimes came from unlikely places, such as the figure of Flaubert, who 
made Antony the hero of his extravagant literary work, La tentation de Saint 
Antoine.® Yet there has been a consistent if varied return to the subject of 
Antony as a subject for the artistic imagination. Indeed, if we take the sheer 
number of times St. Antony appears as a subject throughout the history of 
Western art as a measure, his story would appear to have had one of the 
most enduring and powerful appeals to the Western artistic imagination.? 

The legacy of the desert has been, perhaps, even stronger within Eastern 
Christianity than in the West, providing rich and enduring inspiration for its 
theology and spirituality. Partly because of the greater historical and cultural 
continuity of Byzantium, the sayings and writings of desert figures such as 
Antony, Macarius, Poemen, Evagrius, Cassian, and others have endured in 
a special way as classics of Eastern Christianity, inspiring theologians and 
spiritual writers alike.!? The monasticism of Mt. Athos, which has been a 
source of spiritual inspiration in the Eastern church since the middle of the 
tenth century, drew upon both the teaching of St. Basil, the founder of 
monasticism in Cappadocia, and the early Egyptian tradition, to form its 
own characteristic spirituality. Early Russian monasticism, exemplified by 
such figures as St. Antony of Kiev—who with his disciples withdrew to live 
in the caves near Kiev in the early eleventh century—also owed a great deal 
to the inspiration of early desert monasticism.'' In a variety of ways, Eastern 
Christian spirituality, including spiritual practices such as the Jesus prayer 
and schools of spirituality such as hesychasm, has been continuously nur- 
tured from the rich soil of the desert. 

The thread of desert spirituality has continued to weave its way through 
the fabric of Eastern Christianity in modern times. One of the reasons for 
the ongoing presence of the sayings and stories of the desert fathers was 
their inclusion in the Philokalia, a compendium of teachings on the spiritual 
life compiled by St. Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain at the end of eigh- 
teenth century. Among the most influential publications in Orthodox history, 
the Philokalia was instrumental, through its translation from Greek into 
Slavonic and Russian, in introducing the spirituality of the desert into 
nineteenth-century Russia, and helped to produce a spiritual reawakening 
there. One of the traces of this awakening can be seen in the nineteenth 
century Russian spiritual classic, The Way of a Pilgrim, which was inspired 
at least in part by the Philokalia’s interpretation of desert spirituality. The 
desert impulse penetrated deeply into one of the greatest of the modern Rus- 
sian saints, Seraphim of Sarov, who clearly modeled his life on the pattern 
of St. Antony of Egypt. And, indirectly at least, the spirit of the desert 
passed from Seraphim to Dostoyevsky, where it breathed life into the mem- 
orable character of the starets Zosima in The Brothers Karamazov."? 
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In the contemporary era, the legacy of the desert continues to be taken up 
and expressed in various ways, through renewal movements in religious life 
based on a ‘‘return to the desert,’’ through a growing number of scholarly 
studies on various aspects of desert spirituality, and through the develop- 
ment of contemporary spiritualities inspired by the desert. The lonely wit- 
ness of Charles de Foucault in the desert of Algeria in the early part of this 
century motivated the experiments of the Little Brothers and Sisters of Je- 
sus, who combine a serious and demanding contemplative life with work 
alongside the poor and the dispossessed. Since at least the time of the Sec- 
ond Vatican Council, contemplative religious orders such as the Benedic- 
tines and Cistercians have increasingly looked to the spirituality of the early 
desert experience in an attempt to reinvigorate and reinterpret contemporary 
monastic spirituality.!? This renewed interest in desert spirituality has in- 
spired various concrete attempts within the monastic world to make that 
spirituality a more integral part of the contemporary monastic experience. 
The American Cistercian monk Thomas Merton was led, through his attrac- 
tion to a more solitary, eremetical form of monastic life, to explore the 
practice and spirituality of early desert monasticism. Largely through his 
efforts, the eremetical dimension has been restored to contemporary cenob- 
itic monasticism. Another expression of the reintegration of the desert char- 
ism within monasticism has been the development of new monastic experi- 
ments, in both Eastern and Western Christianity, based on a return to the 
spit of the desert.'* During the last twenty-five years, for example, the 
ancient Coptic monasteries in Egypt have experienced a dramatic revival 
under the guidance of Matta El-Meskeen, who has inspired the renewal pre- 
cisely by returning to and reappropriating the spirit of the primitive desert 
movement. '? 

The spirit of the desert has also fired the imagination of a broader audi- 
ence of contemporary thinkers, including historians of spirituality, social 
historians of late antiquity, and contemporary writers on Christian spiritual- 
ity. Specific aspects of the desert tradition have been explored at some depth 
by historians of spirituality, providing us with a better understanding of the 
inner world of monasticism. Among the more prominent aspects of early 
monasticism which have been the focus of serious study are the practice of 
discernment of spirits and spiritual direction, the experience of penthos and 
the gift of tears," the role of the master-disciple relationship,!5 and the 
tradition of prayer in the desert, especially the prayer of the heart.'? Social 
historians have devoted considerable attention to locating early monasticism 
within the religious world of late antiquity and particularly within its social 
milieu.” Numerous contemporary writers on spirituality have noted the en- 
during power of the desert tradition and have made use of some of its in- 
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sights to address critical moral and spiritual questions.?! Thomas Merton has 
made an especially prominent contribution in retrieving for contemporary 
spirituality elements of the desert tradition such as silence, solitude, and 
purity of heart. Interestingly, in Merton's hands the recovery of the spiritu- 
ality of the desert has proved useful not only for redefining the meaning of 
contemporary Christian spirituality but also for building bridges with other 
spiritual traditions: when Merton and the great Zen scholar D. T. Suzuki 
embarked on their Zen-Christian dialogue, the desert fathers served as the 
interlocutors.?? 

This brief survey testifies to the depth and diversity of the legacy of the 
desert movement, to its tenacious hold on the human imagination, and to 
the manifold ways in which its spirit has been revived across the ages. As 
Hausherr has noted: *'If you study the history of spirituality or the spiritual 
life of the Church, you will find that each time that there is a spiritual 
renewal in the Church, the desert fathers are present." ?? Implicit in the 
esteem that the desert movement has enjoyed throughout the history of the 
Christian tradition has been a conviction that it was a genuinely Christian, 
deeply human, and biblical movement filled with enduring wisdom. 


The Desert Legacy Scorned 


Not all observers of the early monastic movement have seen it as a positive 
force in the world. Its critics have maintained, for a variety of reasons, that 
the whole movement was deeply flawed, even fundamentally misconceived. 
Two criticisms of early monasticism have been particularly important. Some 
have argued that the early monastic movement was antisocial and anticul- 
tural, thereby contributing notably to the decay of humane culture and civi- 
lization in late antiquity. Others have criticized early monasticism as being 
profoundly unbiblical. They charge that the monks misread the biblical mes- 
sage of salvation, either through ignorance, conscious manipulation, or the 
influence of heterodox thought. Because these critiques have influenced con- 
temporary assessments of the character and significance of early monasti- 
cism they are worth examining further. 

Almost from the beginning the desert monks had their critics. From the 
perspective of educated pagans like the Emperor Julian or Eunapius of Sar- 
dis, the monks were miscreants who had abandoned the way of the gods 
and refused to share in the burdens of society. To Eunapius, a Greek rhe- 
torician and historiographer, the monks were ‘‘men in appearance, but led 
the lives of swine.'?* Even some Christians, such as the well educated 
Synesius of Cyrene, saw them as uncultured boors, whose way of life was 
so utterly bereft of the refinements of traditional paideia that their religious 


12 THE DESERT HERMENEUTIC IN ITS SETTING 


search appeared ludicrous. For these contemporary critics of the desert 
fathers, the heart of their complaint was that monasticism had arisen outside 
of and even in opposition to the traditional culture of the Roman world, 
which was central to its understanding and practice of piety.?* 

A millennium later, Edward Gibbon extended and sharpened this criticism 
into the extraordinarily powerful indictment of monasticism found in the 
thirty-seventh chapter of his The History of the Decline and Fall of the 
Roman Empire. The twenty pages Gibbon devotes to the early monks con- 
stitute, as Henry Chadwick notes, ‘‘one of the most strident specimens of 
sustained invective and cold hatred to be found in English prose.’’?” Gibbon 
characterized monks as individuals, who, ‘‘inspired by a savage enthusiasm 
which represents man as a criminal and God as a tyrant . . . embraced a 
life of misery as the price of eternal happiness.’ Moreover, Gibbon sweep- 
ingly asserted that ‘‘a cruel, unfeeling temper has distinguished the monks 
of every age and country." ?? Although it is true to say that Gibbon failed 
to distinguish between abuses of the ascetic ideal and the ideal itself, his 
complaint against monasticism ran so deep as to make such a distinction 
meaningless. As Chadwick points out, *"The underlying axiom of Gibbon's 
objection is that the ascetic ideal makes people so otherworldly as to be of 
no use in this world.''?? Nor was Gibbon alone in his bitter denunciation of 
monasticism. W. E. H. Lecky, writing at the end of the nineteenth century, 
revealed, in his otherwise measured History of European Morals, the full 
weight of his contempt for the monastic rejection of the classical ideal. For 
Lecky, the monk was ‘‘a hideous, sordid, and emaciated maniac, without 
knowledge, without patriotism, without natural affection, passing his life in 
a long routine of useless and atrocious self-torture, and quailing before the 
ghastly phantoms of his delirious brain, [and] had become the ideal of na- 
tions which had known the writings of Plato and Cicero and the lives of 
Socrates and Cato.’’*° 

Such attitudes toward monasticism are important to note in the context of 
the present discussion because they helped to shape the common contem- 
porary perception of the age in which monasticism emerged and paganism 
declined as one characterized by ‘‘a failure of nerve.’’ This idea, which was 
given currency early in this century by the classical scholar Gilbert Murray, 
but which actually derives from Gibbon's editor, J. B. Bury, has influenced 
much of the modern discussion of religion in late antiquity. In particular, it 
has contributed to the perception of the monastic movement as part of a 
broad decay pervading the ancient world.*! Thus E. R. Dodds, after cata- 
loguing case after case of the ascetical extremes of the desert fathers, felt 
compelled to ask, incredulous and exasperated: ‘Where did all this madness 
come from?" He concluded that it was a sign that ‘‘a strong injection of 
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fanatical rigorism had been absorbed into the Church’s system. It lingered 
there like a slow poison. . . .''?? Dodds’ criticism of monasticism, while 
less fierce than Gibbon’s, nevertheless reveals a similar perception of the 
early monks: they had given into the forces of the irrational and had squan- 
dered the gifts of ancient civilization. 

A different kind of complaint arose from within the Christian tradition 
itself: early monasticism was unbiblical. This criticism has endured, influ- 
encing the negative perception of early monasticism within much of Chris- 
tianity and assessments of early monasticism by certain modern and contem- 
porary scholars. For the reformers, especially Wycliffe, Luther, and 
Melanchthon, one of the major problems with monasticism was that it was 
not rooted in Scripture. Nowhere in Scripture, they argued, was there any 
warrant either for the ideas underlying monasticism or for the way of life 
practiced by the monks. This complaint against early monasticism almost 
certainly owed something to the Reformers’ own observation of late medie- 
val monasticism; it had, by this time, lost even the few virtues it possessed 
in the beginning, namely simplicity and poverty. Now, according to Wy- 
cliffe, monks were ''turned into lords of this world, most idle in God's 
travail.” 33 

The Reformation’s critique of monasticism has had a strong influence, 
especially among Protestant historians, on perceptions of the character of 
early monasticism. One of the effects of this critique has been a tendency 
among certain historians to assume that a movement filled with such strange 
practices and ideas simply could not have sprung from the pure soil of the 
Gospels. This assumption of the lack of a scriptural basis has led some 
scholars to search for the primary cause or inspiration of the monastic move- 
ment in non-Christian sources.” But the strongest effect of this view has 
been the residual perception that it represents a deeply flawed and misguided 
moment in the history of Christianity. This in turn has contributed to the 
tendentious and polemical attitudes that have often characterized modern and 
contemporary discussions of early monasticism. In such an atmosphere, it 
has been difficult to assess accurately and fairly either the religious signifi- 
cance of early monasticism or the place of Scripture within it. The deep gulf 
of misunderstanding which has often separated modern interpreters of early 
monasticism can be seen in the writings of two figures, one Catholic and 
the other Protestant. 

Hans Lietzmann illustrates well the tendentious attitude which has some- 
times characterized the Protestant approach towards monasticism and espe- 
cially towards its use of Scripture. Speaking of the practice of memorization 
of Scripture in early monasticism, Lietzmann says, ‘‘It should of course be 
understood that this learning by heart was nothing more than a superficial 
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accomplishment, ascetic in character, a kind of weaving and mental matting. 

. . The mechanical memorization did not penetrate the heart; it gave in- 
deed only the faintest biblical tinge to the world of ideas in which the monks 
lived." For Lietzmann, early monasticism was barely Christian, and cer- 
tainly not rooted in Scripture. He considers Christian the monks’ conviction 
that sin separates a person from God and can only be overcome by prayer 
to God in his mercy. Beyond this, he says, monasticism ‘‘has nothing more 
than external relations with the Christian religion.''?? This rather crude 
judgment against early monasticism has its counterpart in the equally super- 
ficial, though perhaps more creative, defense of the monastic achievement 
on the part of the Catholic writer, Count De Montalembert. Writing for 
clearly apologetic purposes, he asserts—without really demonstrating—that 
monasticism, far from being unbiblical, is actually found within Scripture! 
For him, the example of the early monks and their response to call of the 
Gospel to renounce everything (Mt 19:21) is ‘‘proof ”” of the fundamentally 
evangelical character of monasticism. He goes further however and declares 
that, **governed by these words of the Gospel, the most illustrious fathers, 
doctors, and councils, have declared religious life to be founded by Jesus 
Christ himself, and first practised by His apostles. . . . We know with 
certainty, by the narrative of the Acts of the Apostles, that the first Chris- 
tians lived as the monks have lived since.'' This was neither a new argu- 
ment—John Cassian had advanced a similar claim many centuries earlier— 
nor a particularly convincing one. However it illustrates well the tendency 
on the part of some to assert, in an uncritical fashion and without real evi- 
dence, the biblical roots of the monastic movement. Although neither of 
these assessments can be taken entirely seriously as an account of the influ- 
ence of Scripture upon early monasticism, they reveal the kind of polemical 
attitudes which have so often obfuscated discussions of the origins and pur- 
pose of monasticism in the past. If we are to make our way through the 
haze of such rhetoric to a clearer understanding of the desert hermeneutic, 
we must carefully reconsider the evidence, and perhaps even develop a new 
approach to the question. 


Reassessing the Desert Legacy 


Both of the critiques of early monasticism which we have noted—that it is 
anticultural and that it has no foundation in Scripture—have exerted a strong 
influence upon the way the early monastic movement has been perceived. 
These critiques should be kept in mind as the book proceeds, for I suggest 
that a careful examination of early monasticism according to the testimony 
of The Sayings of the Desert Fathers reveals quite a different picture: not 
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only did Scripture shape early monasticism’s growth and development, but 
the early monastic movement can be said to represent a distinctive and pro- 
found cultural achievement. The increased attention that has been given to 
early monasticism in contemporary scholarship has contributed to a better 
understanding of the place of Scripture within early monasticism and of the 
particular culture which developed within that world. 

The polemical attitudes toward early monasticism discussed above have 
subsided somewhat in recent decades; one of the results is that scholars have 
begun to reassess the place of the Bible in the early monastic movement. 
Although no consensus has been reached on questions regarding the origins 
of monasticism,” a growing number of scholars have come to agree that 
Scripture played a central role in its formation and continuing growth. This 
has been demonstrated both in general works on early monasticism’? and 
studies of particular monastic authors and texts.” Evidence has also begun 
to accumulate with regard to the Sayings that, in spite of the apparently 
meager number of actual citations of Scripture found there, the place and 
function of Scripture within this literature is highly significant.* The grow- 
ing consensus on this issue suggests that primitive monasticism cannot ade- 
quately be understood apart from a consideration of the place of Scripture 
in its formation and ongoing life. However, in spite of the increased clarity 
regarding Scripture’s role, we still do not have a completely satisfying por- 
trait of this aspect of the early monastic world. This is due in part to the 
fact that the discussion and analysis of the issue thus far has been, for very 
good reasons, introductory, exploratory, and fragmentary. Because of the 
diverse questions and assumptions that have guided these various studies, 
we lack consistency and clarity of perspective regarding both the appropriate 
questions and the methods for exploring this issue. Also, because the ques- 
tion has yet to be adequately situated either within the history of the inter- 
pretation of Scripture or within the broader concerns and issues of the fourth- 
century world, the picture of the desert hermeneutic lacks depth and 
complexity. We still possess only a line drawing. One of the ways the pic- 
ture can be filled out is by paying closer attention to how the interpretive 
process actually works—how human beings derive meaning from texts. 


Hermeneutics and Desert Spirituality 


The subject of this book is hermeneutics and holiness, an examination of 
how the early desert monks interpreted Scripture and how their approach to 
interpretation shaped their search for holiness. Since questions of interpre- 
tation figure so prominently, it is worth looking closely at some of the pri- 
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mary hermeneutical issues which confronted the early monks and which 
confront us as we try to understand their world. A dialogue between the 
ancient hermeneutic of the desert monks and some of the insights of contem- 
porary hermeneutics can help to illuminate these issues. Contemporary her- 
meneutical thought has provided some useful categories for thinking about 
what it means to interpret a text; it can, if used carefully, help to illuminate 
the way in which the early monastic movement interpreted the Scriptures. 
However, a word is perhaps necessary about the possibilities and limits of 
such an approach. One cannot use contemporary hermeneutics as a rigid, 
artificial grid into which to force the questions and issues of early monas- 
ticism, nor should it be applied anachronistically to the desert literature. 
Such an approach would provide more distortion than clarity about the early 
monastic world. What can be done is to use contemporary hermeneutics 
tentatively and experimentally, as a heuristic aid to help explain what is 
present in the monastic literature and as a means of responding to the ques- 
tions which the texts themselves raise. This should be understood in terms 
of the way interpretive models are employed in the natural sciences. A model 
in this sense is a particular, partial, and imaginative way of approaching a 
question or a problem so that it can be seen in a new light and given greater 
clarity.*! The use of a hermeneutical model in relation to the desert monks’ 
approach to Scripture can do just that: shed new light on the questions raised 
by the interpretation of Scripture in the early monastic world. 


Why Hermeneutics? 


Any encounter with words immediately raises questions of interpretation. If 
the words are familiar to us, close to us in time, culture, and language, the 
questions may not make themselves felt very sharply at first, since it is easy 
to take such words at face value. Yet even here we are confronted with 
basic questions of comprehension and meaning, sometimes deceptively sub- 
tle if the words appear familiar. If we are dealing with words from the past, 
which are fixed in an ancient text, the questions fairly leap out at us, for 
already in the act of translation one is made aware of the need for interpre- 
tation in passing from one language world to another. The more closely we 
read such a text, the clearer it becomes that we need not only to learn 
another language, we must somehow find a way of entering into and coming 
to grips with a completely different world. This recognition of the linguistic 
and historical distance between ourselves and an ancient text reveals the real 
depth and breadth of the interpretive task. It suggests that we must not only 
familiarize ourselves with the basic geography of that other world, we must 
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also find a way of translating meaning from that world to our own. Such a 
translation, if it is to be viable, must find a way of bringing our world into 
dialogue with that other world, so that we can experience growth and new 
understanding. To use the metaphor of travel, imaginative interpretation means 
that it is possible to return from a visit to a foreign land with more than 
vague impressions of the strangeness of the place. One can in fact return 
from such an encounter transformed and with a new vision of one’s own 
world. 

These considerations help to suggest why in any encounter with an an- 
cient text, one must pass through the long detour of hermeneutics in order 
to come to understanding. This applies, though in different ways, both to 
the modern person who wishes to interpret ancient texts from early desert 
monasticism and also to the ancient person, in this case the desert monk, 
who wished to interpret the Scriptures. For the modern person, such a her- 
meneutical detour is necessary in large part because of the great distance 
that separates our world from the world of early monasticism. For the monk 
who was interested in interpreting Scripture, the hermeneutical detour was 
also necessary, not because of his consciousness of the historical distance 
separating him from Scripture—there was in fact very little sense of distance 
for him—but because Scripture presented a world of meaning that demanded 
interpretation. Such a detour is necessary for any human being who would 
come to understanding because we do not experience the world immedi- 
ately. Rather, because our whole existence is mediated to us through /an- 
guage and history, that existence demands interpretation.? We have no choice 
but to interpret our world and we must interpret it from the particular his- 
torical place that we occupy. 

That the question of language has come to occupy such an important place 
in contemporary hermeneutics has been due in part to a growing realization 
that a human being simply has no grasp of existence apart from language; 
that ‘‘language belongs to the closest neighborhood of man's being’’; that 
only language ‘‘enables man to be the living being he is.'' This is because 
language and apprehension—at least that apprehension which can be articu- 
lated—arise together in the mind.^^ Nor is this intimate connection between 
language and understanding simply a matter of understanding how language 
works—the principles of language, as it were. Rather, we ‘‘understand through 
language." ? And, because we come to language through a language tradi- 
tion, our self-understanding is indirect and comes into being through our 
encounter with fixed expressions from the past.“ Self-understanding is his- 
torical not only in the sense that one must arrive at it by interpreting histor- 
ically inherited texts, but in the sense that one must understand texts against 
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the horizon of one’s own position in time and history. In this sense, it can 
be said that **meaning always stands in a horizonal context that stretches 
into the past and into the future.” ^ 

To understand what these mediations of language and history mean in 
terms of the questions raised by this book, an important qualification needs 
to be made concerning the word text. Although we are examining here the 
early monastic interpretation of the texts of Scripture, such terminology pre- 
sents certain problems. Text implies words which are written and which 
must be read to be understood. However, this is somewhat misleading for, 
as paradoxical as it may seem, not all texts are written nor are all texts read. 
It is important to take seriously the notion of oral texts, that is, texts which 
exist primarily not as ‘‘fixed expressions’’ on the pages of a book, but as 
words in the minds and hearts of certain persons who on occasion utter those 
words to others. Such oral texts have a different character from written texts, 
in that they are not fixed expressions encountered through the act of reading 
but are by their very nature encountered only in the presence of a living 
mediator through an aural experience. Both written and oral texts were im- 
portant for the desert fathers and, in the hermeneutical model I am sketching 
here, the presence of both kinds of texts is assumed.^* 


Hermeneutics and the Desert Hermeneutic 


There are several particular ideas arising from contemporary hermeneutics 
which can help to illuminate the use of Scripture in the desert. It was sug- 
gested earlier that we understand ‘‘through language." Yet, what happens 
in this process of understanding? What is it that we come to understand? 
First, it can be said that language mediates or discloses being to us: ‘‘ [I]t 
is in words and language that things first come into being and are.’’*? Lan- 
guage unveils what was previously shrouded in darkness. The disclosive 
power of language suggests something significant about the interpretive pro- 
cess and our part in it—that interpretation is a response to an address: *' [I]t 
is language that speaks. Man first speaks when, and only when, he responds 
to language by listening to its appeal. . . . [L]anguage beckons us.’’*° Es- 
pecially powerful linguistic disclosures have been described as ‘‘Word 
Events.’’ Language is said to take on the character of an event when it ‘‘sets 
something in motion," when it transcends the boundaries of a mere state- 
ment and becomes an address.?! And ‘‘when word happens rightly, exis- 
tence is illumined.''?? It was axiomatic for the desert fathers that the Word 
was one of the fundamental ordering realities under whose authority they 
placed themselves. Theirs was a primarily oral culture, and words were liv- 
ing things. Both the Word of God and the word of the elder carried this 
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authority and burst forth in *'events" of revelatory power. The concrete 
power of these ‘‘word events’’ can be seen in their effect on those who felt 
their full force: such words invariably moved them and pierced them to the 
depths of their heart, often relieving them of the terrible burdens that weighed 
them down, though sometimes revealing to them with shattering clarity the 
shallowness of their convictions or the duplicity of their motives. Word events 
transformed their lives. 

Walter Ong has suggested why our literate bias makes it difficult for us 
to understand how powerful language is in oral cultures: ‘‘Deeply typo- 
graphic folk forget to think of words as primarily oral, as events, and hence 
as necessarily powered: for them, words tend rather to be assimilated to 
things, ‘out there’ on a flat surface. Such ‘things’ . . . are not actions, but 
are in a radical sense dead, though subject to dynamic resurrection.” ® The 
desert fathers, however, experienced words as events. It would be no exag- 
geration to say that the word event stands as one of the key experiences in 
desert spirituality. 

Texts, however, do not act upon us as a ‘‘pure event,” addressed only to 
the will. They are also addressed to the mind—what Amos Wilder refers to 
as ‘‘the will instructed by truth’’—and convey meaning.?^ An awareness of 
what Paul Ricoeur calls the ‘‘dialectic of event and meaning’’ helps to clar- 
ify the relationship between the capacity of language to act as event and 
endure as meaning." Ricoeur maintains that while the dynamic event-character 
of discourse is indeed important, its meaning must also be recognized and 
grasped. Understanding happens not only in the fleeting event, but in the 
meaning which endures: ‘‘Just as language, by being actualized in dis- 
course, surpasses itself as system, and realizes itself as event, so too dis- 
course, by entering the process of understanding, surpasses itself as event 
and becomes meaning.''?6 This distinction between language as event and 
language as meaning allows us to appreciate how the meaning of a text is 
able to endure through time. Another distinction, that of sense and refer- 
ence, helps to explain how we derive meaning from a text, and how such a 
text can be said to project a world. The sense can be considered the **what'' 
of discourse while the reference is the ‘‘about what.’’ The sense is imma- 
nent to the discourse and has to do with the ideal structure of a sentence; 
the reference expresses the movement in which language transcends itself 
and expresses a world. The reference has to do with the truth value of lan- 
guage, its claims to express reality or truth, something to which one can 
give assent. These possibilities of meaning can be understood as the project 
of the text, the outline of a new way-of-being-in-the-world which the text 
projects ahead of itself. The challenge of interpretation is precisely to en- 
gage that project or world. 
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In the desert, there was a clear sense that the words from Scripture and 
from the elders transcended the limited scope of the “‘event’’ in which they 
were initially encountered and endured in meaning. And there is no doubt 
that both the words of Scripture and the words of the elders projected a 
‘world of meaning’’ which the desert fathers sought to enter. The call to 
sell everything, give the proceeds to the poor, and follow the Gospel (Mt 
19:21), the exhortation never to let the sun set on one’s anger (Eph 4:25), 
the commandment to love: these texts shaped the lives of the desert fathers 
in a particular way and projected a ‘‘world of meaning" which they strove 
to appropriate. Holiness in the desert meant giving concrete shape to this 
world of possibilities stretching ahead of the sacred texts by interpreting 
them and appropriating them into one’s life. 

The possibilities for entering into the worlds projected by the texts are 
literally endless. Texts have, in this sense, an endless surplus of meaning. 
The reference reaches its full potential for meaning precisely through being 
fixed (usually by being written down, though this has its equivalent with 
oral texts). This process leads to what Ricoeur calls the ‘‘semantic autonomy 
of the text.” The author's intention and the meaning of the text cease to 
coincide, and ''[t]he text's career escapes the finite horizon lived by its 
author. What the text means now matters more than what the author meant 
when he wrote it.” Thus a text, especially a powerfully evocative text, 
has the capacity continually to mean more, to overflow in an excess or 
surplus of meaning. A text never simply ‘‘means’’ one thing but continues 
to unfold new possibilities of meaning. 

How and where these possibilities of meaning endured is one of the most 
interesting facets of the desert hermeneutic. Because there was so much 
emphasis in the desert on practice, on living with integrity, the monks inter- 
preted Scripture primarily by putting it into practice. In the desert, Scrip- 
ture’s surplus of meaning endured not in the form of commentaries or hom- 
ilies but in acts and gestures, in lives of holiness transformed by dialogue 
with Scripture. The sacred texts continued to mean more not only to those 
who read or encountered the texts but also to those encountering the holy 
ones who had come to embody the texts. The holy person became a new 
text and a new object of interpretation.?* 

Beyond these considerations of language and the language event, it is 
important to note the dynamics of the interpretive response, in particular the 
openness of the interpreter to what is being revealed through that language. 
Interpretation can be described as a ‘‘helping of the language event itself to 
happen” and the means by which one enters into the world of meaning 
projected by the text.?? Because the meaning of a text can be understood 
only through the interpretive act, it is worth examining some of the elements 


Introduction: Toward a Desert Hermeneutic 21 


which govern the interpreter’s approach to the text. The temporal distance 
between the text and the interpreter requires that the interpreter recognize 
his or her prejudices as an influential factor in understanding the text. Es- 
pecially significant in this regard is what Gadamer calls ‘‘effective historical 
consciousness.’ Meaning is always situated by a past which involves us in 
an ''effective history’’ of inherited meanings. Whether one is aware of it or 
not, this effective history ‘‘determines in advance both what seems . . . 
worth enquiring about and what will appear as an object of investigation. 

. °° The prejudices derived from each person's unique historical exis- 
tence are not barriers to understanding, but the very means by which mean- 
ing is initially opened up to a person. ‘‘The historicity of our existence 
entails that prejudices, in the literal sense of the word, constitute the initial 
directedness of our whole ability to experience. Prejudices are biases of our 
openness to the world.’’®! This recognition of the productive potential of 
the interests, concerns, and questions one brings to a text suggests that in 
an encounter with a classic text, meaning emerges, slowly, tentatively, and 
in terms determined to a great extent by the questions addressed to the text. 
As the historian Marc Bloch suggests, ‘‘Even those texts . . . which seem 
the clearest and most accommodating will speak only when they are prop- 
erly questioned." €? 

In what ways did ‘‘effective historical consciousness'' and *'prejudices"' 
influence the desert fathers' interpretation of the sacred texts? At first glance, 
it appears that the desert fathers did not exhibit an ‘‘effective historical con- 
sciousness.’’ For them, as for other ancient interpreters of the Bible, Scrip- 
ture was inspired and existed on a single historical plane. (There is evidence 
that the desert fathers thought of themselves as being on the same level as 
the figures and events of the sacred texts). However, in spite of this ‘‘flat- 
tening’’ of the Bible, the monks had to wrestle with the meaning of texts 
that came to them in particular situations and were mediated through a tra- 
dition. They brought to Scripture a general pre-understanding and certain 
prejudices arising out of their life and experiences. These prejudices influ- 
enced not only which texts they found particularly significant, but also how 
they treated those texts. For example, understanding how the probing light 
of solitude searched out the frailties of the human heart helps to explain why 
the monks focused so much attention on biblical texts about the need for 
humility and mercy. And knowing how highly the desert fathers valued in- 
tegrity of words and actions sheds light on their reticence to engage in spec- 
ulation about the meaning of Scripture and their strong commitment to put 
the texts into practice. Understanding how the monks' biases determined 
their use of and attitudes toward Scripture helps to clarify their sometimes 
tendentious or ingenious interpretations. An examination of the factors con- 
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tributing to the interpretive process in the desert can provide not only un- 
derstanding of the desert hermeneutic but also insight into larger issues of 
desert spirituality. 

It is easy to see the propriety of using the image of a conversation as a 
model for the whole interpretive process. To enter a conversation one must 
allow the question, the subject matter, the world opened up in front of the 
text, to assume primacy. This does not mean that one should suspend all 
‘suspicion’ regarding the text, for this too can be productive of meaning.“ 
It does, however, imply taking a certain risk. When one allows oneself to 
be carried away by the subject matter and to enter into the back-and-forth 
movement of the conversation itself, we say that ‘‘understanding happens."' 
The fact that we speak of it as '*happening" to us implies something im- 
portant about the process of coming to understanding: it occurs not as the 
result of personal achievement, but through surrendering to the movement 
of the conversation.9? New understanding or awareness can emerge from the 
interpretive conversation with the text because, once the claim made upon 
us by the text is recognized, and we enter into conversation with it, a fusion 
of horizons becomes possible. This is the formation of a complete horizon 
in which the limited horizons of text and interpreter are fused into a common 
view of the subject matter—the meaning—with which both are concerned. 
In this model, neither the text nor the interpreter is a static object. Both are 
realities-in-process. The ‘‘fusion of horizons’’ suggests a dynamic, interac- 
tive understanding of interpretation in which the constantly expanding rela- 
tionship of text and interpreter creates endless new possibilities of meaning, 
sometimes described as as hermeneutical circle. In this circular process, 
each new act of interpretation opens up new horizons of meaning and leads 
to an altered sense of self and of the text, which in turn leads to further 
opportunitiés for understanding from that new perspective. 

These images of conversation, fusion of horizons, and the hermeneutical 
circle can be helpful in addressing certain questions about the approach to 
Scripture in the desert. At first sight it seems that the authority of the sacred 
texts and the words of the elders in the desert were so strong that submission 
or obedience rather than conversation was the rule. Indeed, conversation 
about almost any subject, but especially about the sacred texts, was posi- 
tively discouraged! Yet in a sense real conversation did take place in the 
desert. The desert fathers show themselves again and again willing to enter 
into a risky conversation with the texts, to suspend their former understand- 
ing of the world, and to allow themselves to be *'taken up” into the world 
of the sacred texts. One of the central dramas in the desert literature con- 
cerns how those who have come to the desert will allow their horizons to 
be expanded and changed by the horizon of the sacred text. It is at this 
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moment of transformation that the meaning of a text is realized, and this 
realization largely determines how holiness was understood in the desert. 
The texts themselves, moreover, were transformed in the hands of these 
unusual interpreters. One often sees the more obvious meaning of a text 
suspended or superseded in an effort to push to a deeper level of meaning. 
Thus the ‘‘conversation’’ appears to have been genuine. 

The notion of a hermeneutical circle can help us to understand the dy- 
namic of experience and interpretation that existed in the desert. The desert 
fathers believed that only those with experience could adequately interpret 
the sacred texts. They considered discernment and self-knowledge essential 
for enabling the discourse of the text to continue in a new discourse. An- 
other twist in the spiral is seen in the conviction that because the texts are 
holy, only a holy one—the one with experience—can properly interpret them. 
Yet because one becomes holy precisely through practicing the texts, those 
without the same experience must continue to practice, and become purified 
so they may enter more deeply into the world of the text. Similarly, prayer 
and the sacred texts mutually inform one another, prayer adding to the un- 
derstanding of the texts and the texts feeding and deepening the experience 
of prayer. 

A final dimension of the interpretive process worth considering is the 
transformation that occurs through praxis. Although it is usually said that 
we interpret the text, it is also true that a text can ‘‘interpret us.’ We not 
only read the text, but ‘‘are read” by it. In allowing ourselves to experience 
the claim of text in this way, we can be taken up, however briefly, into the 
world projected before it. There ‘‘we experience the challenge, often the 
shock of a greater reality than the everyday self, a reality . . . that trans- 
forms us.'' ^ The recognition that the risk of interpretation can bring about 
transformation suggests the importance of praxis or applicatio. It has been 
noted that applicatio is intrinsic, not extrinsic to interpretation.9? This means 
that interpretation, if it is to be complete, must be understood as always 
involving praxis and leading to some form of transformation. The desert 
fathers understood this. Not only did they courageously open themselves to 
the claims of the sacred texts, but they sought at every turn to put those 
texts into practice. Words were expressed in lives. They manifested what 
George Steiner has said is at the heart of interpretation: execution. ‘‘An 
interpreter . . . is, in essence, an executant, one who ‘acts out’ the material 
before him so as to give it intelligible life. Interpretation is to the largest 
possible degree, lived.” 7”? Because of this, interpretation for the desert fa- 
thers always involved the possibility of personal and communal transforma- 
tion. Holiness in the desert was defined, finally, by how deeply a person 
allowed himself or herself to be transformed by the words of Scripture. 
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1. The question of the date and composition of these texts is taken up below in 
chapter 3. Note that the main collections of the Sayings as we now have them, while 
almost certainly having been ‘‘composed’’ at a later date than texts such as the Vita 
Antonii, contain much material from the earliest stages of the monastic tradition. 

The issue of what to call the early desert dwellers is a difficult one. ‘‘Desert 
fathers" is a traditional term, and it is for the most part descriptively accurate of the 
early desert movement: desert monasticism was, after all, a predominantly male 
movement. Still there were women in the desert, some important and influential, 
known as ‘‘ammas’’ and who are sometimes referred to as desert mothers. Yet the 
attempt to balance traditional nomenclature, historical accuracy, and contemporary 
sensibilities regarding gender presents real difficulties. For instance, more ‘‘inclu- 
sive’’ terms, such as ‘‘desert Christians’’ or ‘‘desert fathers and mothers," have their 
own problems. In most individual cases, the phrase ''desert fathers and mothers’’ is 
not descriptively accurate: the great majority of the stories are about the desert fa- 
thers. Thus in most instances, using the expression ‘‘desert fathers and mothers’’ to 
refer to the subjects of a particular story or set of stories would be misleading: there 
are no mothers to be found. Using the expression ‘‘desert Christians’ is a possibil- 
ity, except that it omits a word which had great significance in early Egyptian mo- 
nasticism. As Lucien Regnault points out, ‘‘Abba,’’ father, had a particular, almost 
technical meaning among the monks, conveying not merely a person of the male 
sex, but someone whose long experience in the desert and consequent authority had 
earned him this name. Thus not all of the male monks dwelling in the desert, were, 
strictly speaking ''desert fathers." Cf. Lucien Regnault, ‘‘Des pères toujours vi- 
vants," La Vie Spirituelle 140 (1986): 191—93. 

In spite of these difficulties, 1 have made some attempt to use more inclusive 
language. I refer to the body of texts under consideration by one of its traditional 
names, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers. When referring to individual stories, I 
distinguish clearly between those about men and those about women. When speaking 
of the desert dwellers as a whole or as a group, I use a number of expressions 
interchangeably: elders (an inclusive term which can refer to men or women); desert 
monks (also capable of being understood as an inclusive term, referring to ‘‘monk’”’ 
in its root meaning as ‘‘one who dwells alone’’); the traditional term ‘‘desert fa- 
thers’’; and ‘‘desert fathers and mothers." 

2. VA 93 [PG 26: 972B]: The Life of Antony and the Letter to Marcellinus, trans. 
R. C. Gregg (New York: Paulist Press, 1980), 98—99. Doubt has been cast as to the 
Athanasian authorship of the VA. For a discussion of this question, see R. Draguet, 
ed., La vie primitive de S. Antoine conservée en syriaque, CSCO 417, Scriptores 
Syri 184 (Louvain: CSCO, 1980); T. D. Barnes, ‘*Angel of Light or Mystic Initiate? 
The Problem of the Life of Antony," JTS, n.s., 37 (1986): 353-68; A. Louth, ‘‘St. 
Athanasius and the Greek Life of Antony,’’ JTS, n.s., 39 (1988): 504—09. 

3. Augustine, Confessions, VIII:6; translated with an introduction by R. S. Pine- 
Coffin (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1961), 166—68. 
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4. T. Fry, ed., The Rule of St. Benedict, in Latin and English with notes (Col- 
legeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1981), 296—97. 

5. See Jean-Claude Guy, ‘‘Les Apophthegmata Patrum," in Théologie de la vie 
monastique, ed. G. Lemaitre (Paris: Aubier, 1961), 77. Guy notes, ‘‘The numerous 
examples which we possess of these ‘Paterika’ serving in the Middle Ages as refec- 
tory reading or as private spiritual reading in the monasteries under the authority of 
the Rule [of St. Benedict]. . . ."' 

6. See Jean Leclercq, O.S.B., The Love of Learning and the Desire for God (New 
York: Fordham University Press, 1961), 125. See also idem, ‘‘S. Antoine dans la 
tradition monastique médiévale,” Studia Anselmiana 38 (1956): 229-47. 

7. On the influence of the desert literature, especially the Homilies of St. Macar- 
ius, upon the Pietists, see E. Benz, "Littérature du désert chez les Evangéliques 
allemandes et les Piétistes de Pennsylvanie,’’ Zrénikon 51 (1978): 338—57. On the 
use of the Lives of the Fathers and the writings of Cassian by members of the 
Devotio Moderna movement, see E. Novelli, *'Littérature du désert dans le renou- 
veau catholique au début de l'époque moderne,” Jrénikon 51 (1978): 5—45. On the 
influence of the desert literature, especially the Homilies of St. Macarius, on John 
Wesley, see G. Wakefield, ‘‘La littérature du désert chez John Wesley,” /rénikon 
51 (1978): 155-70. 

8. G. Flaubert, La tentation de saint Antoine, ed. R. Dumesnil (Paris: Les Belles- 
Lettres, 1940). Lucien Regnault, in La vie quotidienne des pères du désert en Égypte 
au IV’ siècle (Paris: Hachette, 1990), notes: ‘‘Flaubert, who claimed to be free from 
all prejudice and all belief, was literally obsessed for more than thirty years by the 
person of Antony, and one can say that the work which he has devoted to him was 
the work of his entire life’’ (13). 

9. The Princeton Art Index records at least 302 representations of St. Antony the 
Great. See O. Meinardus, Monks and Monasteries of the Egyptian Desert (Cairo: 
The American University of Cairo Press, 1961), 15. On the cult of St. Antony, see 
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Christian East: A Systematic Handbook, trans. A. P. Gythiel (Kalamazoo, MI: Cis- 
tercian Publications, 1986). 
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12. The Way of the Pilgrim, trans. R. M. French (New York: Seabury Press, 
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don: SPCK, 1975), 15. 
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living in ‘Ein Kerem near Jerusalem, who have modeled their life upon the primitive 
monastic life characteristic of early monasticism in Palestine. And the ecumenical 
French monastic community of Taizé clearly has drawn much of its inspiration from 
the desert tradition. 

15. An introduction to the spirituality of the contemporary Egyptian desert may 
be found in: Matthew the Poor, The Communion of Love, introduction by H. Nou- 
wen (New York: St. Vladimir, 1984). 

16. I. Hausherr, S. J., Direction spirituelle en orient d'autrefois. Orientalia 
Christiana Analecta 144 (Rome: Pontificium Institutum Studiorum Orientalum, 1955); 
Andrew Hamilton, ‘‘Spiritual Direction in the Apophthegmata,’’ Colloquium 15 (1983): 
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Irénikon 52 (1979): 344—55. 

20. Derwas J. Chitty’s masterful study, The Desert a City (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1966), has shown how central the story of the rise of monasticism was within the 
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Holy Man in Late Antiquity,” Journal of Roman Studies 61 (1971): 80-101, re- 
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Scripture and the Quest for 
Holiness in Late Antiquity 


The desert hermeneutic emerged in response to the pressing questions that 
filled the world of fourth-century Egypt. Two aspects of this world, the 
religious climate in which Egyptian monasticism was born and the quest for 
holiness that characterized the fourth century, are particularly important for 
situating the desert monks’ approach to Scripture in its living context. This 
means, first of all, placing the desert hermeneutic in relation to early Egyp- 
tian Christianity and the rise of monasticism there. Given the cultural, so- 
cial, and religious complexity of the Egypt in which Christianity arose, and 
the wide range of possible influences on Egyptian Christianity, it is impos- 
sible to provide a simple account of monasticism’s rise and development. 
However, it is possible to make a rough sketch of some of the characteristic 
features of early Egyptian Christianity; such a picture can help to demon- 
strate the plausibility of strong biblical influence upon the birth and growth 
of Egyptian monasticism. In light of the many claims that have been made 
for the prominence of non-Christian influences on the origins of monasticism 
and for the irrelevance of the biblical tradition to the early monastic move- 
ment, such a reassessment is important and necessary. Second, we need to 
widen our field of vision to situate the desert hermeneutic within the debate 
on the holy between pagans and Christians in late antiquity. A comparison 
of their respective strategies for seeking holiness will reveal the extent to 
which the questions motivating the monastic quest were part of a larger 
conversation about the meaning of holiness in late antiquity. Such a com- 
parison will also help to identify the characteristic features of the monastic 
quest for holiness and to suggest the significance of Scripture in shaping 
early monastic spirituality. 
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Situating the Early Monastic Movement 


Early Christianity in Egypt 


The world of Roman Egypt out of which Christianity emerged during the 
early part of the Common Era is generally acknowledged to have been one 
in which religious impulses from diverse cultures and traditions converged 
to form a rich synthesis. ‘‘We see a land in which the gods of three cul- 
tures—the native Egyptian; the Greek . . . and the Roman . . . rub shoul- 
ders without noticeable friction, sometimes retaining their separate identi- 
ties, but more often merging in syncretistic identification or alliance.” ! 
H. I. Bell argues that the synthesis was even richer, suggesting that religious 
beliefs in Egypt were based not simply on the gods of Greece and Rome or 
Egypt and Asia as conceived in pre-Hellenistic days. Rather, there was a 
"new composite religion, whose ingredients were drawn from many sources, 
Greek, Egyptian, Iranian, Semitic (including Judaism) and Anatolian. . . .”’ 
It was, he says, ‘‘a religion basically monotheistic, despite its multiplicity 
of gods and daimones, and deeply tinged by philosophic thought.’’? Such 
comments reflect a widely held assumption among scholars regarding the 
diversity of religious possibilities that existed in Egypt at the time of Chris- 
tianity’s emergence there. While there is no reason for questioning the gen- 
eral outlines of this picture, one of the consequences of such a view remains 
problematic; because of the particularly rich synthesis of religious impulses 
which existed in Egypt, early Egyptian Christianity and early Egyptian mo- 
nasticism have often been accused of being heterodox. Although there can 
be no doubt that they were affected by these various religious movements, 
it is not at all clear how extensive this influence was. We can help to clarify 
the kind of world into which early Christian monasticism entered and the 
likely place of the Bible in giving rise to it by highlighting some of the main 
characteristics of early Christianity in Egypt. 

We know very little with certainty about the earliest arrival of Christianity 
in Egypt or for that matter much about the life of the Egyptian church up 
until the episcopacy of Bishop Demetrius of Alexandria (ca. 188/9—231 c.g.).? 
There is some evidence to suggest that Christianity was first introduced to 
Egypt by Greek speaking missionaries and that early converts were made 
among the Greek and Hellenized inhabitants of the country, especially the 
Hellenized Jews. However, before long Christianity also began to find ad- 
herents outside the Hellenized part of the population.? It has been suggested 
that its reception among the non-Hellenized populace was facilitated by some 
of the elements Christianity had in common with traditional Egyptian reli- 
gion, ‘‘most notably the belief in resurrection that was inherent, inter alia, 
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in the highly emotional yearly celebration of Isis’ restoring wholeness to the 
dismembered Osiris." Whatever the precise reason for Christianity’s ap- 
peal to the local populace may have been, the relatively large number of 
papyrus fragments uncovered in recent years in which adherents to Chris- 
tianity are mentioned would appear to confirm its growing popularity in 
Egypt during the second century. Although such fragments probably reflect 
the beliefs of only a fraction of the population, they suggest that ‘‘from the 
middle of the second century onwards there was a not inconsiderable Chris- 
tian element in . . . Egypt." Still, for all this, Christianity probably re- 
mained, throughout the second century, a relatively small affair, with no 
strong, central authority and little formal organization." 

Although it is difficult to say with any precision when Christianity began 
making a really significant impression on the Egyptian-speaking people, it 
had almost certainly begun doing so before the middle of the third century.? 
Origen, writing in the early third century, alludes to the fact that many of 
the proselytes among the Egyptians—by which he most likely means native- 
born Egyptians—had accepted the Christian faith.'° Later, in the mid-third 
century, during the reign of Decius (240—251 C.E.), a particularly systematic 
attempt was made to eradicate Christianity, an event which argues for Chris- 
tianity's growing importance in the country by this time, including some 
among the Egyptian-speaking population. Bishop Dionysius of Alexandria, 
in a letter to Bishop Fabius of Rome during this persecution, made a point 
of distinguishing Greeks and Egyptians among the martyrs, the latter being 
recognizable by their Coptic names, such as Bésa and Amán.!! About the 
year 300 c.E. we hear of the first Coptic scholar Hiercas, who wrote in 
Greek as well as in Coptic, and was said to be well versed in Scripture. '* 
The early translations of the Scriptures into Coptic also argue for the growth 
of Christianity among the Egyptian-speaking people at a relatively early stage. ? 
It would appear that by the end of the third century, Christianity in Egypt 
had moved from being a fairly small, marginal religious group to one that 
was coming to occupy an increasingly important role in that country. More- 
over, it was no longer present only in the towns and cities, among the well 
educated, hellenized members of the populace, but also to an ever-greater 
extent in the villages and countryside, among less well educated, native 
Egyptians. !4 

It was during the fourth century that Christianity truly came into its own 
in Egypt, helped in no small part by the changes wrought by Constantine, 
by vigorous native ecclesiastical leadership, and by the growth of monasti- 
cism. In the period following Constantine’s conversion to Christianity, there 
are increasing references to Christians (seen, for example, in a larger num- 
ber of Christian names), to their churches, and to Christian leaders, all tes- 
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tifying to the enormous impact of this event upon the growth of Christianity 
in Egypt. Lane Fox comments, ‘‘[T]he great expansion of Christianity be- 
longs where we would expect it, after Constantine’s victories, not be- 
fore.” 5 This expansion was accompanied by the golden age of the expan- 
sion of Egyptian monasticism and by the growing prominence of the Egyptian 
church under the leadership of Athanasius. The fourth century represents, 
by all accounts, the zenith of Egyptian Christianity: ‘‘From the second quarter 
of the fourth century onwards, Egyptian Christianity comes into the full light 
of day; drawing on the resources of Egyptian nationalism, it gained enor- 
mous impetus and became the inspiration and teacher of the Christian 
world." 16 

This survey of early Egyptian Christianity reveals a movement which 
emerged slowly, taking hold first in urban centers, and only later in the 
countryside. It suggests a Christianity which was initially hellenized and 
which eventually adapted itself to Egyptian language and culture. And there 
are hints that the adaptation of Christianity to Egypt was facilitated in part 
by certain native religious beliefs and practices. Yet neither the particular 
character of Egyptian Christianity nor the extent to which it was influenced 
by the diverse cultural and religious forces already present in Egypt are 
entirely clear. These are questions of great importance for understanding 
early monasticism; depending on one's assessment of early Egyptian Chris- 
tianity, monasticism may appear on the one hand as a heterodox movement, 
a product of ‘‘foreign,’’ non-Christian elements, or on the other hand as a 
fundamentally Christian movement, rooted in the Scriptures. Although the 
reality is almost certainly more complex than either of these alternatives 
suggest, the question of monastic origins has often been framed in such 
polemical terms, with the conclusions coloring one's assessments of the value 
and significance of early monasticism. Therefore, a consideration of some 
of the possible influences on Egyptian Christianity and on early Egyptian 
monasticism in particular will help in assessing the relative weight of the 
forces said to be responsible for the flowering of monasticism in Egypt. 


Birth of Monasticism in Egypt: Proposed Influences 


The widely acknowledged presence of diverse religious and philosophical 
movements in Egypt, and the skepticism among many scholars concerning 
the biblical basis of monasticism, has resulted in the proposal of a large 
number of influences and precedents behind the growth of monasticism in 
Egypt in the late third and early fourth centuries.!" Included among the 
major non-Christian sources suggested are ancient and distant influences such 
as wandering Buddhist monks, local Egyptian figures such as the katachoi 
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of the temple of Serapis,'? Greek philosophical schools like the Stoics, the 
Neo-Pythagoreans, and the Neo-Platonists,”° ancient Jewish ascetical move- 
ments, including the Therapeutae and the Essenes,?! and widespread asceti- 
cal religious movements such as the Manichees?? and the Gnostics. Al- 
though the plausibility of these movements having influenced the shape of 
early Christianity in Egypt and the growth of monasticism there varies from 
case to case, none of them can be dismissed outright. We simply do not 
know enough about the precise circumstances of the origins of monasticism 
to exclude any of these movements as possible influences upon early mo- 
nasticism with any degree of confidence. On the other hand, there is no 
strong evidence to suggest that any one of these movements was responsible 
for the origins and development of early monasticism, at least to the extent 
of having had more effect than the likely Christian sources, including Scrip- 
ture. Of all the proposed ‘‘foreign’’ influences upon early Egyptian Chris- 
tianity and monasticism, it is perhaps gnosticism which has the strongest 
case. A brief examination of the claims made on its behalf can shed some 
light on the questions surrounding the religious atmosphere in which mo- 
nasticism took root in Egypt. 

The plausibility of gnosticism's influence upon early monasticism has de- 
rived in large part from the claim that Egyptian Christianity was itself heavily 
gnostic. There has been, until recently, a virtual consensus among scholars 
concerning the gnostic character of early Egyptian Christianity. Adolf Har- 
nack's description of Egyptian Christianity is typical: ‘‘There was a local 
gospel, described by Clement of Alexandria and others as 'the gospel ac- 
cording to the Egyptians.' . . . The heretical asceticism and modalism which 
characterize it throw a peculiar light upon the idiosyncrasies of early Egyp- 
tian Christianity. Originally, it was used not merely by actually heretical 
parties, who retained it ever afterwards, but also by Egyptian Christians in 
general. . . .”’?> H. I. Bell concurs in this assessment, arguing that early 
Egyptian Christianity was steeped in gnosticism: ‘‘One of the most persis- 
tent of the heresies influenced by Egyptian ideas was Gnosticism, which was 
widespread in the ancient world but was particularly associated with Egypt. 
. . . [T]he Egyptian church was deeply affected by Gnosticism.’’*4 Robert 
Grant contends that the gnostic influence in Egypt was pervasive: *'In the 
second century, as far as our knowledge goes, Christianity in Egypt was 
almost exclusively heterodox.'"'? This alleged gnostic influence has been 
used to explain both why we know so little about the early Egyptian church 
and why monasticism eventually took off so strongly in Egypt. It has been 
suggested that because the Egyptian church was so overrun by gnosticism, 
‘‘the earlier chapters of the Church’s history were intentionally forgot- 
ten.’’?° This all-pervasive gnostic presence in Egyptian Christianity has also 
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been used to explain the emergence of monasticism in Egypt: ‘‘The implied 
condemnation of the sex relationship suggests the encratite or ascetic ten- 
dency, so common in gnosticism, which . . . characterized the early Egyp- 
tian Church and which was later to inspire the monastic movement.’’*” Most 
of the direct evidence we have linking monasticism to gnosticism comes 
from Pachomian monasticism in upper Egypt. It has been argued that the 
Pachomian community, with its close proximity to Nag Hammadi, was es- 
pecially open to gnostic influences. The monastic attitude toward non- 
Christian literature has been described as ‘‘loose’’ and inclusive, opening 
the way to the inclusion of all kinds of influences: ‘‘[Tlo the first monks, it 
seems, any guide to heaven and the vision of God was as good as another. 
It did not matter if the text was pagan, Christian or heretical, so long as it 
suited their piety and their aims.”’? However, there is evidence to suggest 
that such a picture of easy convergence between gnosticism and monasti- 
cism, as appealing as it may be, is open to serious question. 

While gnosticism may indeed have left some mark upon Egyptian Chris- 
tianity and upon early monasticism, evidence from recent scholarship sug- 
gests that the relationship between gnosticism and Egyptian Christianity was 
much more complex than has previously been imagined. C. H. Roberts, in 
particular, has challenged some of the earlier assumptions about the relation- 
ship between them, arguing that gnosticism, far from being a pervasive in- 
fluence with early Egyptian Christianity, more likely existed alongside 
Christianity. Evidence from the papyri suggests that there were diverse cen- 
ters of production of various kinds of literature, with gnostic groups working 
concurrently with orthodox centers. Moreover, he argues that the silence 
about early Christianity in Egypt was due less to the influence of gnosticism 
than to the widespread persecutions which Christians likely suffered at the 
hands of the Romans. Especially important for our purposes is the evidence 
for the use of Scripture in Egypt as early as the second century, which, 
Roberts contends, ‘‘points to more than a few scattered individuals holding 
orthodox beliefs.’’ The picture of early Egyptian Christianity that emerges 
from Roberts’s analysis is that of a ‘‘ ‘common core Christianity’. . . de- 
fined by its rejection of docetism, its acceptance of the Old Testament, and 
the belief that the revelation was available to all, not just to a spiritual elite. 
. . . [T]his embryonic orthodoxy [was] related to a common core of books 
accepted by most Christians.””’ * While it would not be strictly accurate to 
call the early church in Egypt orthodox—both because orthodoxy was still 
in the process of being defined and because there were most certainly diverse 
heterodox strands within it—the evidence suggests that it was not nearly as 
heterodox as has often been maintained. In particular the influence of gnos- 
ticism upon Egyptian Christianity’s growth and development would seem to 
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be much less pervasive than previously imagined. In fact, there is now growing 
evidence pointing to the Jewish character of earliest Christianity in Egypt, 
something which has important implications for understanding early Egyp- 
tian monasticism. The Egyptian church into which monasticism was born 
appears to have been a diverse and varied body which, while not easily 
reducible to or explainable by one major influence or another, showed strong 
connections with its Jewish roots and the influence of the Bible.?! 

Although the extent of gnostic influence on early Egyptian Christianity 
and early Egyptian monasticism cannot be measured with any real precision, 
the lack of conclusive evidence suggests that it is perhaps worth looking 
more closely at sources of influence within the Christian tradition itself. In 
particular, this means examining the general context of the evolution of 
Christian asceticism during the first four centuries of the church. This phe- 
nomenon may help to account for the monastic phenomenon in Egypt more 
easily and plausibly. 


Early Christian Asceticism and the Roots of Monasticism in Egypt 


Egypt was neither the first or only place in which the ascetical ideal came 
to expression in early Christianity. Throughout the early Christian world, 
asceticism was a common way of expression Christian piety, and religious 
communities were organized in which groups of Christians could withdraw 
from the world to give their attention to divine matters in a concentrated 
fashion. What we have come to know as monasticism—that is the with- 
drawal of individuals or small groups of people toward the fringes of society 
in order to live lives of ascetical rigor and spiritual purity—came to expres- 
sion more or less at the same time in Mesopotamia, Syria, Egypt, and Cap- 
padocia as well as in the West. It did not spring up overnight, however, or 
as a radical departure from anything that had existed previously in the Chris- 
tian world. Rather, it developed in continuity with the various ascetic cur- 
rents that characterized the life of the early church, particularly in areas with 
a strong Jewish influence.** Of special importance in tracing the monastic 
origins in Egypt is the kind of asceticism that developed in second- and 
third-century Syria.? Already by the middle of the second century, there 
were two distinct ascetic currents there, one deriving from the type of Ju- 
daism developed in the diaspora, particularly by Philo, and the second influ- 
enced by Jewish Christianity and Judaism in Syria. Armand Veilleux argues 
that ‘‘it was the second of these two traditions that more influenced Christian 
monasticism, including the Egyptian one.''?* A brief glance at some of the 
characteristic features of this strand of early Syrian asceticism will help to 
make the plausibility of its connection with Egyptian monasticism clear. 
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The ascetical impulse expressed itself in different forms in Syria. There 
were fraternities of ‘‘sons (or daughters) of the covenant,’’ who pledged 
themselves at baptism to a life of celibacy, prayer, and lay ministry.’ A 
less formal tradition of xeniteia, voluntary exile or expatriation, also appears 
to have derived from this Jewish-Christian asceticism in Syria, and eventu- 
ally emerges as a prominent theme in Egyptian monasticism. Since, as we 
have noted, Egyptian Christianity was in its origins strongly Jewish-Chris- 
tian, it seems plausible to see in this tradition of xeniteia a link with Syrian 
asceticism. It is, in any case, this model, together with the example of the 
apostles, to which the Egyptian monks themselves refer most readily.*$ An- 
other connection with Syrian asceticism can be seen in the use of the Greek 
word monachos by early Egyptian monasticism. This word, which was ac- 
cepted as it stood by the Coptic dialects and which became the primary word 
used to refer to the solitaries of Egyptian monasticism, is very likely a ren- 
dering of a technical Syrian word, ihidayd, meaning “‘sole’’ or ''single."' 
Guillaumont has shown that while the word refers to one who lives a celi- 
bate life, its primary meaning has to do with being undivided, attaining an 
inner unity, being free from care. Furthermore, the word has strong connec- 
tions with certain biblical texts referring to renunciation, such as 1 Cor 7 
and Mt 19:21.°? The correspondence of early Syrian ascetical vocabulary 
with biblical texts such as these helps to underscore the connection between 
the broad Jewish-Christian ascetical tradition and the emergence of monas- 
ticism and provides us with important hints regarding one of the probable 
sources of the early monastic movement in Egypt. Similar language and 
attitudes among the early ascetics in Egypt suggest that among the diverse 
influences that affected the rise of monasticism there, the Syrian Jewish- 
Christian ascetical tradition, with its strong biblical roots, may have been 
among the most important. 

The presence of a strong ascetical tradition within early Syrian Christian- 
ity and the connections between Syrian and Egyptian Christianity make the 
presence of ascetical activity connected with mainstream Egyptian Christian- 
ity at a relatively early date entirely plausible. In fact there is evidence from 
papyrus fragments as well as from some of the early monastic documents 
that various kinds of ascetics lived in Egypt before monasticism took dra- 
matic hold there in the fourth century.’ Although we have little detailed 
information about these ascetics, we know that toward the end of the third 
century, increasing numbers of people had begun to abandon their villages 
in a conscious act of anachoôrésis or withdrawal and to take up a solitary 
life in the nearby desert. A consideration of the social and religious mean- 
ings associated with this act of withdrawal can help to reveal some of the 
motivations behind the origins of monasticism in Egypt. 
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One of the most basic motives for withdrawal into the desert was flight 
from troubles of various kinds. Anachôrésis, whether as an act of despera- 
tion by people who could not pay their debts, or as flight from the over- 
whelming burden of taxation, or as a refuge from other heavy responsibili- 
ties, was a common feature in the life of Roman Egypt. It was ‘‘traditionally 
the Egyptian peasantry's last resort when conditions became intolerable.’’ ?? 
Although the efficiency which the Romans had brought to the collecting of 
taxes had helped to increase revenues, it had also brought increased levels 
of economic distress for many in Egypt by the third century. Gradually, 
those standing higher on the social ladder fled to the ultimate refuge of the 
desert, with the result that absences from village life became longer and 
sometimes even permanent. Small farmers, whose economic viability was 
increasingly strained by inexorable fiscal demands, were often forced to 
abandon cultivation completely and flee their villages. This in turn increased 
the tax burden on the population that remained. As more and more of those 
left behind found themselves constrained by an impossible situation, whole 
villages came to be deserted, especially near the desert's edge. '*AlI through 
the centuries of Roman rule, and no doubt especially in the troubled times 
of the third century, men continued to flee their homes when their fiscal 
burden was increased by the last straw.'' ^? Questions put to an oracle by 
despairing farmers during this period reflect the intensity of these concerns: 
**Shall I flee? When shall my flight end? Am I to become a beggar?’ The 
problem remained endemic.*! 

Certain changes in the social and economic landscape in fourth-century 
Roman Egypt accelerated the process of withdrawal and can be seen as 
contributing to the atmosphere which stimulated the anchoritic movement. 
By the time Antony withdrew to the desert (ca. 305 c.E.), the Egyptian 
villages had experienced two particular shifts which are important for un- 
derstanding what anachóresis meant for at least some of the early monks. 
First, the villages had been brought more directly under the authority of 
distant state officials. Second, the Romans, in an effort to stimulate the 
economy and encourage more local involvement, had suppressed absentee 
ownership of large estates, appropriating large tracts of fertile land which 
could be let or sold to peasants or anyone who wanted to become a small 
local landowner. This increased ‘‘privatization’’ helped to make villages more 
self-contained, and benefited the ambitious small landowner by giving him 
more room to maneuver. However, it also increased social tensions in the 
village. The growing social and economic tensions felt by small farmers 
under the weight of these reforms coincide with and very likely contributed 
to the withdrawal to the desert by some of those in the first generation of 
anchorites. Anachôrésis as an act of disengagement was one of the responses 
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of Egyptian farmers who felt themselves squeezed by the pressures of this 
period.*? The pressures to withdraw thus came not only from a sense of 
economic desperation, but also, increasingly in the fourth century, from ten- 
sions between human beings. As Peter Brown has suggested, ‘‘[t]he over- 
whelming impression given by the literature of the early Egyptian ascetics, 
is that we are dealing with men who found themselves driven into the desert 
by a crisis in human relations.’’*? The heavy economic pressures bearing 
down upon the Egyptian village made that already small world feel even 
more compressed. One response was to flee, either to the next village or 
into the desert. The ascetic message of the monks derived much of its co- 
gency and its appeal from having resolved those tensions. 

An appreciation of the strong social forces at work behind the practice of 
anachorésis helps one to see the limitations of a purely spiritual interpreta- 
tion of desert monasticism.^* Whatever the spiritual motives of the first an- 
chorites may have been, they should not be distinguished too sharply from 
the social and economic conditions just described. At the same time, while 
these social and economic tensions provide a context in which the meaning 
of anachôrésis can be understood more clearly, the withdrawal into the de- 
sert cannot be reduced to these factors. There were other, genuinely reli- 
gious, motives behind the withdrawal into the desert by the first anchorites, 
which should not be discounted. We can include among these the atmo- 
sphere of asceticism which existed at the time, the influence of the martyrs, 
and a particular way of reading and responding to Scripture. 

The Vita Antonii and the Vita Pachomii both mention the presence of 
ascetics living on the fringes of their local communities or in the desert near 
their villages, an indication that such a way of life was not uncommon in 
Upper and Lower Egypt before the time of Antony and Pachomius. This 
suggests that the life adopted by the first Egyptian monks was not a com- 
plete novelty but rather fit into an already established ascetical context. While 
these experiments in asceticism were being conducted, certain social and 
religious factors began to coalesce to help define the life of asceticism in a 
new way. As E. A. Judge has shown, the emergence of the monachos, or 
monk, known for the particular way of life that he had taken up on the 
fringes of society, is inextricably bound up with the phenomenon of with- 
drawal, or anachôresis.“ 

At least some of the roots of Christian anachoresis in Egypt can be traced 
to the response to persecution as early as the mid-third century. Dionysius 
of Alexandria tells us that during the Decian persecution (ca. 250 C.E.) many 
Christians fled to the deserts and mountains and lived there in solitude. AI- 
though he does not suggest that this was more than a temporary retreat for 
most, one can well imagine that some of these refugees, ‘‘tasting the sweet- 
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ness of that solitude,’’ would have continued to live in the desert even when 
the danger had passed.* While we know little about these persons who fled 
into the desert at this early date, we catch occasional hints in the literature 
of the connection between the martyrs and the first monks. Antony’s first 
master, for example, is said to have been an elderly hermit surviving from 
the time of the persecutions.* It appears that the example and presence in 
the desert of such solitary figures did not go unnoticed by the first monks. 
The Vita Pachomii is more specific about the influence of the martyrs. Fol- 
lowing the persecutions, the author tells us, ‘‘faith increased greatly in the 
holy Churches in every land, and monasteries and places for ascetics began 
to appear, for those who were the first monks had seen the endurance of the 
martyrs.’’ “8 The monastic literature also testifies in a number of places that 
the movement into the desert was seen above all as a response to a call from 
God mediated through Scripture. To assess the plausibility of this picture, it 
will be helpful to examine briefly the place of books—especially Scripture— 
in the early Egyptian Christianity and within desert monasticism. 


Scripture and Books in the Desert 


What was the relationship of the desert fathers to books in general and to 
Scripture in particular? In what languages were the sacred texts available to 
them, and in what forms? How many monks would have learned of the 
Scriptures through reading written texts as opposed to oral transmission? 
Although we still know relatively little about the production and use of books 
in the early Christian era, a brief consideration of the place and function of 
the book in early Christianity can help to shed light on the meaning of 
statements regarding books in the early Egyptian monastic milieu. 

No early Christian writer has told us anything about the way in which 
Christian or any other books were written and circulated. We know less than 
we would like about how books came to occupy such an important place in 
the early Christian community.*? That books were important to early Chris- 
tians, however, is not in doubt. In Rome several images in the burial cham- 
ber of the catacombs show Christians at the last judgment, grasping their 
books. A group of Christian prisoners, standing before the governor of Af- 
rica, replied, when asked what they had brought with them, ‘‘Texts of Paul, 
a just man.’’ The significance of this story lies not simply in the particular 
kind of texts that Christians brought with them, but in their bringing texts 
at all. As Lane Fox suggests, ‘‘One of the fundamental contrasts between 
pagan cult and Christianity was the passage from an oral culture of myth 
and conjecture to one based firmly on written texts." ?? Although such an 
observation does not take sufficient account of the extent to which Scripture 
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lived on within the Christian community as oral discourse through liturgy 
and teaching, it is true that the written word had an unusually strong effect 
on the formation of early Christian spirituality. In turn, the strong connec- 
tion Christians had with the word apparently influenced the way books and 
writing were perceived in late antiquity. 

Early Christians made a significant break with contemporary habits of 
reading through their widespread use of the codex (pages) instead of the 
rotulus (roll). Though the precise origins of the codex as a book form and 
the reasons for its success are far from clear, there is evidence to suggest 
that the widespread use of the codex derived in large part from the early 
Christian community’s view that it was the only acceptable form for the 
writing of its sacred texts. C. H. Roberts has shown that there was a strong 
connection between the rise of the importance of the codex and the growth 
of Christianity.?! Though rough parchment codices had existed for some 
time and were used for everyday purposes as notebooks,?? it was not until 
the idea emerged to create a papyrus codex that the codex began to surpass 
the roll as the most favored form for more formal writing. Roberts’ careful 
analysis of the extant fragments of rolls and codices from the first three 
centuries of the Common Era has revealed that the prominence of the pa- 
pyrus codex in late antiquity, and possibly even its invention, can be traced 
directly to the early Christian community.?? Though the reasons for the shift 
from roll to codex are a matter of some debate, Roberts has shown that this 
change had probably occurred already in the first century and that Christian- 
ity was from its earliest moments identified with the codex. Although the 
papyrus codex was the most common form in the earliest period, it was 
eventually superseded by the parchment codex, though of a finer quality 
than had been common in earlier examples. By the beginning of the fourth 
century, when Diocletian imposed a freeze on prices and wages specifying 
maximum rates of pay for scribes writing on parchment codices, the codex 
had already become very common. In 332 c.E., Constantine ordered fifty 
parchment Bibles. As Skeat notes, “‘It is plain that by this date the parch- 
ment codex had come to be regarded as the supreme form of the Christian 
book.’’** 

The prominence of the codex in early Christianity indicates how Chris- 
tians, including those who lived in the Egyptian desert, understood and made 
use of the Scriptures and how these texts impinged upon their lives. The 
size, form, and appearance of the codex all reflected an attitude toward the 
book which set the Christian community apart from its pagan and Jewish 
counterparts in important ways. The relatively small size of the codex meant 
that it was very portable and easy to conceal. By the end of the third cen- 
tury, some pocket codices measured from 15x 11 cm. to 7x5 cm.; these 
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already-small codices were eventually made even smaller and came increas- 
ingly to be used for devotional purposes. Moreover, as Roberts notes, there 
was a great contrast between the “‘hieratic elegance of the Jewish rolls of 
the Law and the workaday appearance of the first Christian codices. . . . 
[T]he earliest Christian codices were essentially books for use, not, as Jew- 
ish rolls of the Law sometimes were, almost cult objects." 55 This usefulness 
was in part due to the form of the codex which, unlike the more cumber- 
some roll, allowed one to refer back and forth relatively easily between 
texts—facilitating the ability to read and use it. 

The story of the development of the Christian codex supplies us with 
some useful information regarding the practical place and function of Scrip- 
ture in the early Christian community and provides hints about how the 
desert fathers could have gained access to the Scriptures. It suggests that 
codices of the Scriptures were in wide circulation, and that their practical 
benefits of portability and accessibility enabled them to be read and used, at 
least by those members of the community who could read. But what texts 
were being read and in what versions or translations were they available in 
early Christian Egypt? 

The desert fathers’ access to the Bible was determined not only by the 
availability of codices, but also by the availability of translations they could 
understand. If, as seems likely, the majority of those who were part of the 
desert movement were native Egyptians, our understanding of the place of 
Scripture in that movement depends upon knowing when and to what extent 
the Scriptures were translated from Greek into Coptic.?* The evidence sug- 
gests that the translation of Scripture into Coptic began fairly early and that 
the Scriptures were indeed available to the early Egyptian monks in their 
own language. 

The development of Coptic versions of the Scriptures was directly related 
to the expansion of Christianity into the Egyptian countryside and was even 
hastened by the growth of monasticism. Bruce Metzger has described the 
process of translation as occurring in roughly three stages. In the first, ‘‘pre- 
classical Sahidic’’ stage (before 250 c.E.), as the number of native Coptic 
Christians began to increase, various local communities needed to make 
available translations of one or another of the books of the Bible. During 
this period, some books were translated several times by different translators 
in varying styles, while other books were neglected entirely. In the second, 
‘‘classical Sahidic’’ stage (ca. 250—300 c.E.), an ‘‘official Coptic Bible had 
come into being." It was in the Sahidic dialect, the only one which could 
be understood throughout the country. It was the work of a number of dif- 
ferent translators and was subsequently revised by a commission of experts. 
This official version, while providing greater uniformity than earlier ver- 
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sions, did not manage to drive out the earlier, independent translations, some 
of which were no less excellent. The presence of this new standard text, 
together with the many older variations (known as ‘‘wild texts’’), suggests 
a situation of great fluidity among biblical texts, in which the Coptic Bible 
was becoming increasingly well known. Finally, in the third, ‘‘preclassical 
Bohairic’’ stage (ca. 300—500 c.&.), the Coptic church, taking advantage of 
its newfound power in the post-Constantinian era, began to evangelize the 
countryside systematically. Because the Sahidic dialect was not understood 
well enough there, the classical Sahidic version had to be translated into the 
principal minor dialects.>” 

The existence of early Coptic translations of Scripture provides strong 
evidence that Egyptian monks would have had access to Scripture in their 
own language. In a papyrus inscription from the fourth century, we hear of 
a ‘‘reader’’ in a small Egyptian church who was ‘“‘illiterate,’’ presumably 
meaning he could not speak Greek, and who therefore read the Bible from 
the Coptic. His father’s name, Copreus, meaning ‘‘off the dung heap," 
indicates that the reader was a person of humble status who had been ex- 
posed at birth but rescued by others from death.* It was for the sake of 
such a person, and many others like him who took up life in the desert, that 
the translations of the Scriptures into Coptic were so important. Thus the 
growth of Christianity in the Egyptian countryside during the late third and 
early fourth centuries, and especially the rapidly growing number of hermits 
and monks who imitated Antony (as well as those in upper Egypt who gath- 
ered around Pachomius), very likely provided a strong impetus for the fur- 
ther translation of the Scriptures into Coptic.?? Though the educated among 
them would have been able to read and understand the Scriptures in Greek, 
it is likely that the majority of early monks would have had access to the 
Scriptures only through these Coptic translations. However, this does not 
mean that those for whom the Coptic Scriptures were translated were *'lit- 
erate” in the strict sense, even in Coptic. It is likely, rather, that the Scrip- 
tures were known by a large number of the monks mainly through oral 
transmission, especially by way of the liturgy. It is clear, however, that the 
Scriptures existed in Coptic translation at the time the desert movement be- 
gan to grow, and that those who entered into the desert would have had 
access to these texts in their own language, through either the written or 
spoken word. 

All of this helps to shed light on the famous call to the monastic life 
found at the beginning of the Vita Antonii. There we meet Antony, a young 
man eighteen to twenty years old, raised as Christian by parents who were 
**well born and prosperous’ and who had a good piece of farming land 
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(they had ‘‘three hundred fertile and very beautiful arourae’’ of land). Fol- 
lowing his parents’ deaths, Antony became responsible not only for the land 
but also for his younger sister. Walking through his village toward the church, 
he pondered his situation in light of some words from Scripture: ‘‘He con- 
sidered while he walked along how the apostles, forsaking everything, fol- 
lowed the Savior (Mt 4:20), and how in Acts, some sold what they pos- 
sessed and took the proceeds and placed them at the feet of the apostles for 
distribution among those in need (Acts 4:35)." Antony entered the church 
and, still mulling these things over in his mind, heard this text being read 
from the Gospel: ‘‘If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess, and 
give it to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven” (Mt 19:21). 
Antony responded immediately to the words, selling his possessions and 
leaving his settled life behind, first withdrawing to the edge of the village 
and then into the depths of the desert. 

Even accounting for the complex theological motives and sophisticated 
literary models that may lie behind the portrayal of Antony found in the Vita 
Antonii, there are reasons for taking seriously the picture of monastic origins 
revealed here.®' Everything we know about the Egyptian church and Egyp- 
tian asceticism in the late third and early fourth centuries makes such a scene 
entirely plausible. The Bible, as we have seen, certainly existed in transla- 
tion by this time, having been translated at least in part in order to reach 
persons like Antony. The particular subject of Antony’s musings reflects the 
kind of concerns shared by other ascetics who lived in Egypt at that time. 
As Judge has shown, the most common term for ascetics in Egypt was 
renunciant (apotaktikos), a word derived from the command of Jesus that 
those who wished to follow him should renounce all possessions (Lk 14:33). 
Thus the ascetic life was linked with certain pointed biblical texts calling for 
renunciation.© Even if the account we have in the Vita Antonii represents a 
polished, refined version of a much more complex set of circumstances, it 
is based in fact. The movement for ascetic renunciation was beginning to 
stir in fourth-century Egypt. A person of Antony’s description may well 
have found himself faced with the very situation described in this narrative. 
Although we have no way of knowing whether Antony had any contact with 
the renunciants in Egypt at that time, it is neither improbable nor difficult to 
imagine, given the social and religious atmosphere in which he lived, that 
he should have been led to ponder such an act of renunciation himself. 

I suggest that, given what we know of the social tensions in Roman Egypt, 
the presence of an emerging culture of asceticism, and the growth of a church 
in which Scripture figured prominently, the impact of Scripture on early 
monastic acts of renunciation should not be underestimated. A closer ex- 
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amination of the early monastic texts which follows in the remainder of the 
book will provide further evidence for the centrality of Scripture to the entire 
monastic ethos. 


Quest for Holiness in Fourth Century: Pagan and Christian 
Approaches 


The period of late antiquity has been characterized as a time in which inter- 
est in religious questions became ever more prominent and pervasive. ‘‘The 
entire culture, pagan as well as Christian, was moving into a phase in which 
religion was to be coextensive with life, and the quest for God was to cast 
its shadow over all other human activities.’ As Peter Brown has persua- 
sively argued, this quest was marked above all by a significant change in 
the perception of where holiness was seen to reside; increasingly, the locus 
of holiness came to be associated with certain individuals. This change has 
led Brown to suggest that ‘‘the rise of the holy man is the ‘leitmotiv’ of the 
religious revolution of Late Antiquity . . . [which] marked out Late Anti- 
quity as a distinct phase of religious history.’’®’ This revolution evolved 
within the context of a lively ‘‘debate on the holy” between pagans and 
Christians. Christian monks and pagan philosophers contended over ques- 
tions such as where one was to seek holiness, what means one should use 
to gain access to the divine, and what qualities could be said to reflect the 
realization of holiness in a human being. While there were many shared 
assumptions between pagans and Christians regarding the meaning of holi- 
ness, a real sense in which they shared in a ''Mediterranean-wide koiné,’’ 
there were also substantial differences which were important for defining the 
precise scope and meaning of the quest for holiness in each group. The 
significance of the desert hermeneutic within the world of late antiquity can 
be further clarified by placing it within the context of this debate. By situ- 
ating the desert hermeneutic within the wider ‘‘debate on the holy’’ we shall 
see how much the use and interpretation of Scripture in early desert monas- 
ticism contributed toward defining the monastic identity and its particular 
approach to holiness. 

The Neoplatonic philosopher Plotinus provides a particularly good point 
of departure for inquiring into the issues that defined the pagan philosopher’s 
quest for holiness. Plotinus was at the very heart of the late antique succes- 
sion of major interpreters of the philosophy of Plato and stands at the head 
of the Neoplatonic revival which was perpetuated in various forms by such 
luminous successors as Porphyry, Iamblichus, and Proclus.”° The school of 
philosophy which emerged from Plotinus was to extend far beyond his own 
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lifetime and influence the shape of pagan piety throughout late antiquity. In 
making comparisons between Plotinus and his school and the desert monks, 
it helps to keep in mind the location of pagan and Christian holy men within 
their respective social milieux. We can only understand the influence of 
these holy ones on their contemporaries by noting certain distinctive features 
of their respective worlds. ‘‘To contemporaries, the difference between the 
role that each [monk and philosopher] was called upon to play and the au- 
thority that each wielded, was sharply delineated on two issues: poverty and 
culture.’’’' Although care needs to be taken not to draw such distinctions 
too sharply, an awareness of such differences can help in distinquishing 
what holiness meant for these two groups and how they sought it. In partic- 
ular, it can help to highlight the significance of Scripture within the monastic 
quest for holiness. 


The Pagan Philosopher’ s Quest for Holiness: 
Plotinus and his Circle 


It is generally acknowledged that Greek philosophy became an increasingly 
religious endeavor during the period of late antiquity. By the second century 
C.E. the philosophical schools were not thought of merely as intellectual 
schools of thought but as something broader—bioi or ways of life."? In these 
philosophical schools, religious questions were central. ‘‘To the man in the 
street,” Dodd says, ‘‘the term ‘philosophy’ came increasingly to mean the 
quest for God.”’ ? Hadot, having reviewed numerous schools of ancient Greek 
philosophy, concludes that *'[t]rue philosophy is . . . ‘spiritual exercise’ 

. no longer [understood] as a theoretical construction, but as a method 
of forming a new way of living and of seeing the world, as an attempt to 
transform man."' ^ These descriptions of the philosophical endeavor in late 
antiquity catch much of the spirit of Plotinus's own school. It was charac- 
terized by a particular way of life and a distinctly religious approach to 
philosophical questions. 

The pagan philosopher was distinguished by a generally positive appraisal 
of his culture. We learn at the beginning of Porphyry's Vita Plotinii that a 
crucial turning point in Plotinus's life came with his conversion to philoso- 
phy and the decision to spend time studying with the philosopher Ammonius 
Saccas.” Conversion to philosophy meant then, as it had for some time in 
the Greek world, a profound inward reorientation in which one was, in a 
sense, reborn into a new awareness of everything most sublime in the cul- 
tural tradition. It was ‘‘a turning from luxury and self indulgence and super- 
stition, to a life of discipline and sometimes to a life of contemplation, 
scientific or mystic.” 76 This note concerning Plotinus’s conversion to phi- 
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losophy helps to situate Plotinus’s quest for holiness within his culture and 
society. The pagan philosopher’s attitude toward culture was, fundamen- 
tally, sanguine. “‘For Plotinus and his pagan successors, otherworldliness 
rose out of the traditional culture like the last icy peak of a mountain range: 
a training in classical literature and philosophy stood at the base of asceti- 
cism of the late Roman philosophy, as seemingly irremovable as the foot- 
hills of the Himalayas.” The pagan holy man drew from the heart of his 
cultural tradition in order to define the meaning of his quest for holiness. 
This positive attitude toward the cultural tradition had some significant prac- 
tical implications. Certain people were, for all intents and purposes, ex- 
cluded from this quest: ‘‘Familiarity with the divine world was in effect 
limited to those capable of standing on the shoulders of the giants of the 
past—in other words to the learned.’’ 78 

The pagan philosopher’s positive appraisal of culture and learning linked 
him inextricably to a particular social milieu and to a particular understand- 
ing of his vocation within that milieu. Generally, the pagan holy man lived 
in an urban setting and operated largely among the educated classes.” In 
the case of Plotinus, we know that, upon leaving Ammonius, he came to 
settle in Rome,9? where he gathered a certain number of zélôtai, or disciples, 
around himself.#! The economic requirements to be a disciple were, like the 
educational requirements, quite high. To become one of the zelotai ‘‘re- 
quired not just dedication, but leisure and financial security. . . . [M]ost 
holy men do seem to have come from prosperous backgrounds.” 9? The 
social, economic, and educational profile of the pagan philosopher made it 
fairly easy for him to move within circles of power and influence in the 
Roman world. There is evidence to suggest that at least some pagan philos- 
ophers eschewed these circles of influence for a more marginal position in 
society, ‘‘one of essential non-involvement." ? However, for Plotinus and 
many others, their position in society was an important part of their cur- 
rency, which through wise trading, enabled them to exert considerable influ- 
ence within their culture. Among the wider circle surrounding Plotinus were 
senators and noble women, and Plotinus is said to have acted as a guardian 
to children of **men and women of position." 5^ Further, Porphyry describes 
Plotinus's familiarity with the emperor, who enlisted Plotinus's support for 
a proposed ‘‘platonopolis’’ or city of philosophers.** Plotinus's role as an 
**arbiter in many differences’’®° further attests to the influence that a pagan 
philosopher often played within his culture. It suggests that Plotinus should 
not be thought of as a marginal figure, an unknown and modest Alexan- 
drian, but as someone who was known and admired by many of the most 
important and influential members of his society. 

Plotinus's attitude toward the pagan cultural tradition and his influential 


Scripture and the Quest for Holiness in Late Antiquity 51 


social location suggest the extent to which the philosopher's quest for holi- 
ness could be understood only within the world of traditional pagan values 
and culture. The precise means through which the pagan philosopher pur- 
sued holiness varied widely. However, we can learn much about the mean- 
ing of holiness in this setting by examining what Hadot calls the exercices 
spirituels of the philosopher. One of these exercices which is worth looking 
at, especially because of the comparison it allows us to make with early 
monasticism, is the reading and interpretation of texts—especially the philo- 
sophical texts of Plato.®’ The centrality of this aspect of the pagan paideia 
in the philosophical schools suggests the importance accorded to learning— 
especially of the pagan philosophical tradition—the philosopher's quest for 
holiness. Also, Plotinus's characteristic method of interpreting Plato's writ- 
ing among his circle of disciples, reveals what a religious exercise such 
interpretation was. Meaningful interpretation of these texts depended on the 
depth of the philosopher's religious experience and on his sensitivity as a 
director of souls. It was only through plumbing the depths of a tradition 
shared by their contemporaries that Plotinus and his circle came to enjoy 
such prestige and power within their world. 

A certain amount of preparation was required in order to be able to inter- 
pret the works of Plato properly. Central to this preparatory work was the 
practice of asceticism and the cultivation of virtue. Asceticism meant the 
practice of certain elements of the Pythagorean ideal, including vegetarian- 
ism, refusal to bathe in public, frugality, reduction of time of sleep,?? 
celibacy, and to some extent, simplicity with regard to material goods. This 
practice of asceticism reveals a certain pessimism toward the body, some- 
thing reflected in Porphyry’s description of Plotinus that ‘‘he seemed ashamed 
of being in the body." '?? The ascetic impulse also reflected a desire to over- 
come undue anxiety about the things of this world and the inward division 
caused by such anxiety.?! Virtue was understood to be that which leads one 
to God, through the interior transformation of one's being. ‘Without vir- 
tue," Plotinus said, ‘‘God is only a word.''?? The practice of asceticism 
and the cultivation of virtue, as Plotinus understood it, was meant to lead to 
an extremely simple attitude. The goal of the philosophical life, then, was 
not to remove oneself from society, but to be so transformed inwardly that 
one was able to live within society with a freedom which came from a 
simple regard for ‘‘the One." 

Reading and interpreting the texts of Plato could help one cultivate this 
simple regard. Plotinus considered his own approach to these texts essen- 
tially traditional: ‘“These teachings are therefore, no novelties, no inventions 
of today but long since stated if not stressed; our doctrine here is the expla- 
nation of an earlier one and we can show the antiquity of these opinions on 
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the testimony of Plato himself.’’?? He saw himself as defending the thought 
of the ‘‘ancient Greek school,''?* and his contemporaries regarded him as 
**amongst the Platonists.’’ °° Plotinus appears as a creative exegete of Plato, 
bringing questions and concerns of his own day to the texts, both to allow 
Plato to shed new light on the questions and to rethink Plato in the light of 
these questions. As Hadot suggests, with Plotinus, “‘philosophy becomes 
exegesis.’ % 

The hermeneutical key to Plotinus’s interpretation of the Platonic tradition 
was his radical interiorization of Plato’s world of forms. Plotinus claims that 
‘each of us is an intellectual cosmos,’’?’ that the journey of the soul is ‘‘a 
voyage of self-discovery. . . . [I]f we wish to know the Real, we have only 
to look within ourselves.’’ ?? Such self-exploration teaches one to distinguish 
between a lower self-consciousness—the ego's awareness of its own 
activity?—and a higher consciousness—the secret inner person who is 
‘‘continually in the intellectual realm.” ! Because the hidden center of this 
inner self coincides with the center of all things, the self may hope at times 
to achieve total unification, that is, ‘‘become God’’ or, as Plotinus says, to 
be God. '?! 

The goals of self-transformation and total unification between the self and 
‘‘the One” help explain why so much emphasis was placed on the necessity 
of a personal, dialogical approach to interpreting Plato's text. The way of 
inner dialectic was, by its very nature, an experimental task, a process of 
discernment which required a guide. It is interesting and significant, then, 
that Porphyry directs our attention more to the style of Plotinus's exposition 
than the substance of his teaching. Plotinus appears as a spiritual master 
who acted as a mediator of the philosophical tradition to his disciples. Por- 
phyry testifies to Plotinus's power of expression and explanation, and espe- 
cially of his ‘‘remarkable power of going to the heart of the subject.’’ 1°? He 
recalls that Plotinus’s discourses were ‘‘free from academic pomp,”’ and that 
‘‘he never forced upon his hearers the severely logical substructure of his 
thesis.” ! Rather, ‘‘he used to encourage his hearers to put questions, a 
liberty which . . . led to a great deal of wandering and futile talk.’ '?^ This 
meandering style was not seen as a hindrance to the quest for truth but as a 
necessary part of the process. Thus Porphyry remarks, with obvious ap- 
proval, that Plotinus’s ‘‘lectures sometimes had the air of conversation.” 1% 
He was willing to entertain all manner of questions and rather than con- 
structing a formal system, preferred to address individual philosophical 
problems as they arose. When a certain visitor asked Plotinus—clearly 
with a certain amount of irritation—to expound his theory in a set treatise 
instead of continuing to answer Porphyry's multitude of questions, Plotinus 
responded by posing a question to the visitor, ‘‘But if we cannot first solve 
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the difficulties Porphyry raises, what could go into the treatise?’ ' This 
reply expresses a principle of interpretation to which Plotinus firmly ad- 
hered: that reference to the ancients, however useful and helpful, must never 
become a pretext for dispensing with one’s own reflection on difficult philo- 
sophical problems.!°8 It was not sufficient simply to repeat Plato; it was 
necessary to elaborate and develop the truth implicit in the texts, so that 
each one might apprehend the truth in himself. 

This conversational, dialogical style marks Plotinus’s real genius as an 
interpreter of Plato. His interest in reading the ancient philosophical texts 
with his disciples stemmed from an attitude. He ‘‘didn’t conceive of his 
courses of exegesis from the point of view of pure philological erudition. 
His goal was not only to clarify the text of Plato; he also wanted to raise up 
a valuable truth hic et nunc. . . . [T]he text upon which he commented was 
only a privileged help for reaching the truth.’’'°? The work of interpreting 
the text of Plato was of value primarily as a means of putting the philosoph- 
ical problematic in perspective and of drawing the inquirer more deeply into 
the world of contemplation. It was an ‘‘existential’’ approach to philosophy, 
learned from Ammonius, in which philosophy was considered not as some- 
thing which could be easily learned and passed on to another, but as an 
entire way of life with a spiritual and mystical character.!!? Plotinus's ap- 
proach to the interpretation of Plato was fundamentally religious in charac- 
ter. Although some aspects of his hermeneutic can no doubt be attributed to 
his own personal and intellectual idiosyncrasies, he exemplified well the 
religious approach to philosophy characteristic of this age. It was an ap- 
proach which aimed always at that *'formation of self, to that paideia, which 
will teach us to live, not conforming to the human prejudices and social 
conventions but conforming to the nature of man which is none other than 
reason.” !!! [n teaching his disciples how to interpret the ancients with his 
characteristic **depth of penetration,’’ Plotinus taught them much more than 
doctrine; he taught them how to discover the truth for themselves. By ap- 
propriating within himself the truth of the tradition, he became a conduit for 
the life-giving wellspring of the One, leading his disciples to make their 
own contact with the One and become transformed. The goal of such trans- 
formation was not complete withdrawal from others. Rather, as Plotinus 
himself exemplified, it was ‘‘being able to live at once within himself and 
for others." ! ? 

This brief sketch suggests several aspects of the philosopher's approach 
to holiness that are worth noting. The philosopher's positive attitude toward 
culture determined both the day-to-day life within the philosophical school 
as well as the particular exercises followed in the quest for holiness. Plotinus 
and his circle practiced a traditional, moderate form of asceticism, which 
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had as its goal the increasing attainment of virtue, both personal and civic, 
as the basis for acquiring self-knowledge. At the center of his circle’s exer- 
cices spirituels was his penetrating dialogue with disciples based on an ‘‘ex- 
istential’’ interpretation of the ancient philosophical texts, especially those 
of Plato. Plotinus encouraged among his disciples a rigorous inner dialectic 
the goal of which was self-knowledge and union with ‘‘the One.’’ The inner 
freedom gained through this process enabled the pagan philosopher to oc- 
cupy an important role in late antique society. Yet the pagan philosopher’s 
position as a ''saint"' in late antiquity and his ability to act with power in 
that world derived not only from his spiritual achievement. It also depended 
upon on his place in his world, including his knowledge of its culture and 
his easy dealings with his peers. “‘He summed up in his person ideals shared 
by the educated classes as a whole, and was admired for having acted these 
out in such a way as to transcend and stand outside the inconsistencies and 
the conflicts that were the stuff of public life. . . . His mind was the most 
pure and so, in his dealings with others, his hand could be counted on as 
the most unsullied.!!? The pagan philosopher's position as a ‘‘saint’’ and as 
an ''honest broker” within his world came both because of his spiritual 
achievement and because it was achieved from within the core of his cul- 
ture. 


The Approach to Holiness in Desert Monasticism 


The quest for holiness in early monasticism shared many things in common 
with that of the pagan philosophers. Both sought detachment through an 
ascetical form of life. Both gave great attention to the search for self-knowledge 
through an experiential exploration of the inner world. Both achieved some 
freedom from the social bonds weighing down their contemporaries and ex- 
pressed this freedom in their attitudes and actions. However, there were also 
some important differences between them. Unlike the pagan philosophers who 
engaged in the quest for holiness from within the heart of traditional Roman 
society, the monks' pursuit of holiness usually meant separation and re- 
moval from the mainstream of society. They were certainly not the first 
Christians to have developed a negative image of pagan culture and learn- 
ing. However, the monks' dramatic act of withdrawal into the desert sent a 
particularly strong message regarding the social, cultural, and religious dis- 
tance of this movement from the heart of traditional pagan culture. Their 
withdrawal implied a rejection of much that was valued and cherished in 
that culture, especially the traditional link between paideia and holiness. 
Theirs was a new paideia, born of the silence and solitude of the desert and 
of the Word of God. The social meaning of the act of withdrawal was also 


Scripture and the Quest for Holiness in Late Antiquity 55 


significant. Unlike their pagan counterparts, who remained close to the ur- 
ban centers and very much part of its social world, the monks were literally 
living on the margins of society. This act was fraught with religious signif- 
icance. By thus removing themselves, the desert dwellers showed that it was 
possible to break the bonds which tied human beings to the dominant powers 
of the world. In doing so, they revealed to themselves and to their contem- 
poraries that it was possible to achieve a profound level of freedom. That 
the means of achieving this freedom included a long and careful rumination 
of Scripture provides a key to understanding the significance of the monastic 
quest for holiness. 

The physical locus of the monks differed significantly from that of their 
pagan counterparts. Rather than dwelling in urban centers, the early monks 
took up their life in the stark, wild, dry, hot, ‘‘uncivilized,’’ desert. The 
images of the desert and the cell shaped the imagination of the desert fathers 
and determined the shape of their quest for holiness in a profound way. In 
spite of romantic images that are sometimes associated with the monastic 
flight to the desert, the desert was first of all a fearful place. It was home to 
the demons with whom the monk engaged in fierce and constant battle.!!^ 
Yet it was not only a place which inspired fear. This battle against the 
demons was, among other things, a struggle with the self, where one sought 
and sometimes gained a new kind of freedom. It is understandable then, 
why Abba Sisoes, who in his old age eventually departed from the remote 
region near St. Antony’s mountain where he had lived for many years, still 
felt a painful longing for that place. ‘“Was not the liberty of my spirit enough 
for me in the desert?” ! The particular place within the desert in which the 
monks sought this freedom was the cell. Often hidden away in a remote 
corner of the desert, this was the privileged place for anyone who would 
learn the ways of the desert. The ethos of the whole monastic life was 
summed up by Abba Poemen through a brief reference to the cell: ‘‘Let us 
enter into our cell, and sitting there, remember our sins, and the Lord will 
come and help us in everything." To the monks, it was literally the 
source of their life: ‘‘Just as fish die if they stay too long out of water, so 
the monks who loiter outside their cells . . . lose the intimacy of inner 
peace.” ! The cell was the symbolic center of the monastic life.!!5 The 
physical coordinates of this desert solitude remind us that this world was far 
removed conceptually, culturally, and socially from that of the pagan phi- 
losophers. However, it was not only the place itself that distinguished the 
desert monk from the pagan philosopher. The desert place where the monks 
took up their dwelling also carried with it a particular social and religious 
significance. 

The movement into the desert represented among other things a radical 
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break with society and a decision to take up a position on the margins of 
that society.!!° One of the causes of anachórésis, or withdrawal, was, as I 
have suggested above, a response to certain social and economic pressures. 
More than a few of the figures in the desert found their way there precisely 
as a result of these kinds of pressures. The retreat to the desert provided a 
means of working out some of the social tensions inherent in the towns and 
villages of the late fourth century. Traces of the attempts to resolve some of 
these tensions are in fact revealed in the Sayings. One story tells of a brother 
who could not control his tongue and was constantly condemning those around 
him. Abba Matoes instructed the brother: ‘‘Flee into solitude. For this is a 
sickness.’’ Matoes confessed that he himself did not come to dwell in the 
desert through heroic virtue, but ‘‘through weakness.’’ That is, he entered 
the desert in order to heal his sickness—his own compulsion to berate and 
condemn others. The significance of solitude, Matoes suggests to the brother, 
is that it helps the monk to rub off his rough edges, so that he may live 
peacefully with others: '*He who dwells with his brethren must not be square, 
but round, so as to turn himself towards all.” "°? Such a story helps illustrate 
the social and religious significance of anachôrësis and suggests why those 
who broke with society in such a stark fashion appealed so strongly to the 
peasant culture of fourth-century Egypt. ‘‘In his act of anachoresis, [the 
monk] had summed up the logical resolution of a dilemma with which the 
average farmer could identify himself wholeheartedly. . . . [The monk's] 
powers and prestige came from acting out, heroically, before a society en- 
meshed in oppressive obligations and abrasive relationships, the role of the 
utterly self-dependent autarkic man.” !?! In the solitude of the desert, the 
monk worked to resolve within himself some of the tensions that existed 
between friends, family members, and neighbors in the Egyptian towns and 
villages of this period. In an important sense, then, both the social location 
of the monk and the meaning which his contemporaries derived from it were 
quite different from that of the pagan holy man. 

With such marked differences of place and of social location between 
monks and philosophers, it is not surprising that one should also find among 
the desert monks a very different attitude toward the importance of learning 
in the quest for holiness. There was, however, a genuine ambivalence on 
this question for the monks. The attitudes of Christians toward classical 
education and culture had always been ambiguous, and the desert fathers’ 
position on this question must be seen within this broader context. For many 
Christians, especially those without aspirations or opportunities for educa- 
tion, the question simply never arose. This was because Christianity ''did 
not, like Neoplatonism, demand education.” 12 However, among the learned 
Christians the matter of how to relate to classical culture was more complex. 
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On the one hand there were persons such as the apologists, Clement of 
Alexandria, Origen, Jerome, and Augustine, who insisted on the importance 
of classical culture and education for Christianity.! Yet even such affir- 
mation of pagan learning often carried with it the seeds of distrust toward 
pagan culture. It was not uncommon for well educated Christians to support 
the benefits of a classical education while condemning the broader ideals of 
paganism. ‘‘Adopting the classical system of education did not mean ac- 
cepting the culture it subserved.'' "^ The ambivalence which some must 
have felt about this question is captured in Jerome's famous dream in which, 
having died, he appeared before the heavenly judge claiming, '* Christianus 
sum.'' The judge, noting Jerome's undisguised love for the classics, re- 
torted: **Ciceronianus es, non Christianus.” 175 Many Christians had no am- 
bivalence whatever about the matter and felt only suspicion and antagonism 
toward pagan culture. These could easily answer *'Nothing"' to Tertullian's 
famous question ‘‘What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?’’ To them, pa- 
ganism was not simply a set of ideas which Christianity could graft onto 
itself selectively but a competing philosophy or world-view. ''The whole 
trend of this [pagan] humanistic culture was to set itself up as a rival to the 
new religion, for it too in its own way claimed to solve the problem of 
human existence.'' ? For this reason, many Christians regarded the old gods 
with fear and aversion and felt that ‘‘classical culture, permeated as it was 
with paganism, was to be rejected in toto: to study it was, if not sinful, 
playing with fire.’’'’ Christianity, they felt, needed to create its own cul- 
ture, nourished not by the classics but by Scripture. The monastic quest for 
holiness was profoundly affected by this outlook. 

The attitude in the desert literature toward traditional pagan culture and 
learning is complex. On one level, one encounters stories of genuinely sim- 
ple monks who reflect the piety of those ignorant of the wider world of 
Greek philosophy and culture. Here one sees an unselfconscious rejection of 
pagan culture. On another level one finds, especially by the more learned of 
the desert monks, self-consciously polemical statements against Greek learn- 
ing and culture. In these cases, the monastic quest for holiness was con- 
sciously portrayed in opposition to the models presented by the pagan world. 
Taken together, they reflect a generally negative attitude toward the impor- 
tance of culture and learning in the pursuit of holiness. Contrary to the 
opinion held by most pagan philosophers of the period, the monks believed 
it was not only possible for the simplest of human beings to seek holiness, 
but that this simplicity was now something to which even the learned as- 
pired. Much of this attitude can be explained by considering the social and 
educational profiles of the monastic movement. Although some who went 
into the desert were educated, and spoke and read Greek, most of the monks 
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were uncultured in the traditional sense of the word—they were illiterate 
and had little formal education. This in itself presents a startling contrast to 
the pagan philosophers, when one considers how important education was 
in their pursuit of holiness. Still, there were some who came to the desert 
who possessed a classical education. Even these found themselves faced 
with a new paideia. 

For those who came to the desert with education, one of the first things 
required of them was a renunciation of the old way. John Cassian, who was, 
as Marrou says, ‘‘less concerned with learning than with forgetting the po- 
etry and secular knowledge [he] had picked up in the schools before [his] 
conversion,” was indicative of this sensibility. 128 For him, the problem with 
the old learning was at least in part psychological: it prevented the mind 
from absorbing the new ethos of the Scriptures: 


A special hindrance to salvation is added by that knowledge of literature which 
I seem already to have in some slight measure attained, in which the efforts 
of my tutor, or my attention to continual reading have so weakened me that— 
now my mind is filled with those songs of the poets so that even at the hour 
of prayer it is thinking about those trifling fables, and the stories of battles 
with which from its earliest infancy it was stored by its childish lessons.!”° 


Arsenius, another person of great learning and high social status who came 
to live in the desert, soon came to realize how little he knew of its new 
paideia: 


One day Abba Arsenius consulted an old Egyptian monk about his own thoughts. 
Someone noticed this and said to him,'*Abba Arsenius, how is it that you 
with such a good Latin and Greek education [raiôevoir Pwpaikýv Kai 
‘Ed\AnviKny] ask this peasant about your thoughts?’ He replied, ''I have 
indeed been taught Latin and Greek, but I do not know even the alphabet of 
this peasant [rdv 6€ @h@aBHTov rov &ypoikov Tobrov obmro pejá0nka].'* '# 


There was a clear sense among the educated ones who came to the desert 
that learning would have to start over in this place. In the desert, a clear 
distinction was made between the kind of knowledge that could be acquired 
through ‘‘worldly education" and what could be gained through the hard 
work of the simple desert monks: 


[Evagrius] said to blessed Arsenius, ‘‘How is it that we, with all our education 
and our wisdom [7ratdetoews Kai codias] have nothing, while these uncul- 
tured Egyptians [aypotxot kat Al-yuarvot] acquire so many virtues?" Abba 
Arsenius said to him, ‘‘We indeed get nothing from our worldly education 
[Kkéœuov Trauóebaeos], but these uncultured Egyptians have acquired the vir- 
tues by their own hard work.'' ?! 
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The change in sensibilities among the learned took place not only by ob- 
serving the simple monks, but sometimes through confrontations with them 
regarding the assumptions the well-educated ones brought with them to the 
desert. Sometimes such confrontations reflected tensions between Greek- 
speaking and Egyptian-speaking monks. In one instance, we see Abba 
Evagrius, one of the most learned of those to come to the desert, presenting 
a teaching to some of the monks. Although we are not told the precise 
reason for the conflict, one of the monks gently but firmly rebukes Evagrius: 
‘* “Abba, we know that if you were living in your own country, you would 
probably be a bishop and a great leader; but at present you sit here as a 
stranger." He was filled with compunction, but was not at all upset and 
bending his head he replied, ‘I have spoken once and will not answer, twice 
but I will proceed no further.’ ’’ 13? Such stories reflect the authority enjoyed 
by the simple Coptic monks and the adjustments which the most learned had 
to make in their apprenticeship in the desert. Evagrius for one showed him- 
self eager to learn. However, he could not, in spite of himself, hide his 
astonishment at the new teaching he received. Upon receiving a teaching 
from one of the elders, he was ‘‘pierced to his depths by the word, and 
made a prostration, saying, ‘I have read many books before, but never have 
I received such teaching.’ ” '33 

Such attitudes are found not only in the Sayings but also in other early 
monastic texts. A distinctly polemical note is heard in a description of Di- 
dymus the Blind contained in the Historia Lausiaca. We are told that, al- 
though he never learned to read or write, with his conscience as his teacher, 
‘the surpassed all the ancients in knowledge.’’'** Sozomen, in his Historia 
Ecclesiastica, proudly describes the monks as people who 


neglect many branches of mathematics and the technicalities of dialectics, be- 
cause they regard such studies as superfluous, and as a useless expenditure of 
time, seeing that they contribute nothing towards correct living. . . . They do 
not demonstrate virtue by argument, but practice it. . . . Their instructions, 
though clothed in modesty and prudence, and devoid of vain and meretricious 
eloquence, possessed power, like covering medicines, in healing the moral 
diseases of their audiences. '?? 


These texts suggest the kind of sensibility toward culture and learning which 
took hold in the desert. The model of Greek paideia followed by pagan 
philosophers was rejected by the desert monks. A new paideia was proposed 
in its place, one which Guy has described as ''an altogether original method 
of spiritual education.” !?6 Scripture was central to the new paideia of the 
desert. 

There is a certain irony in the fact that the desert fathers eschewed learn- 
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ing as part of their quest for holiness, while exalting the place of a particular 
book. Yet there can be no doubt that they saw the words of this singular 
book as a key to the quest for holiness upon which they had embarked in 
the desert. Cassian, who, as we noted earlier was not at all sanguine about 
the place of pagan learning in the monastic life, became a strong advocate 
for replacing the old study of pagan literature with the new knowledge of 
Scripture. Abba Nestoros had advised Cassian that ‘‘a speedy and effectual 
remedy [for your addiction to pagan learning] may arise if only you will 
transfer to the reading of and meditation upon the writings of the Spirit 
[Scripture], the same diligence and earnestness which you say that you showed 
in those secular studies of yours.”’ ? Apparently Cassian took the advice 
completely to heart. Guy notes that ‘‘it is rather remarkable that Cassian, 
whose culture, both profane and religious, was so great, doesn’t anywhere 
set out a program of spiritual reading for his monks; the only book recom- 
mended for reading is the Book par excellence, the Bible.’’ ?5 Elsewhere, 
we hear Palladius, in the letter introducing the Historia Lausiaca, describe 
apostasy as ‘‘to be full of learning and yet not desire the Word for which 
the soul of a lover of God hungers."' ?? He goes on to fill his work with 
accounts of those, both learned and unlearned, who have made the Word of 
God the center of their life in the desert. '^? The Historia Monachorum, in a 
comment which reflects a distinctly Christian and monastic notion of what 
constitutes true asceticism, tells of a certain Patermuthius, who, though un- 
learned, had ‘‘attained the highest degree of ascesis''—being able to recite 
the Scriptures by heart.'4’ In the Vita Antonii, Antony is shown to have 
modeled his entire life upon the Bible, from his initial call through his long 
years of solitude in the desert. His own knowledge of Scripture was said to 
be profound: ‘‘He paid such close attention to what was read that nothing 
from Scripture did he fail to take in—rather he grasped everything, and in 
him memory took the place of books." !? He held the Scriptures to be 
‘‘sufficient for instruction," '? and he counseled his monks to ‘‘keep in 
mind the deeds of the saints, so that the soul, ever mindful of the com- 
mandments, might be educated by their ardor.’’ ^^ In his debates with phi- 
losophers, Antony criticized the Greeks for their syllogistic approach to 
knowledge and for their failure ‘‘to read the Scriptures honestly.” !^ He 
proposed a new kind of wisdom based on the Scriptures and not requiring 
any special learning. 

These comments suggest that one of the chief differences between the 
quest for holiness in the desert and the quest for holiness among pagan 
philosophers was the text which formed the basis of its paideia. The cen- 
trality of Scripture in the desert implied a reversal of expectations regarding 
the cultural requirements for seeking holiness; in some ways this paralleled 
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the change of locus from the city to the desert. Not only could the unlearned 
become ‘‘versed’’ in this new paideia, but even the learned who came to 
the desert were expected to learn a ‘‘new alphabet’’ and adopt a new text in 
pursuit of holiness. Thus, while there were certainly some similarities in the 
ascetic goals and even practices between the monks and philosophers, the 
differences regarding place and culture were quite marked. For the pagan 
philosopher, living within traditional pagan culture and drawing upon its 
resources shaped his message and determined in a particular way his social 
and religious impact. For the desert monks, it was the act of disengaging 
themselves from the ties of society, and immersing themselves in a new 
culture of solitude and Scripture that shaped their spirituality and determined 
much of their appeal to their contemporaries. 


Very little attention has been devoted to the question of how the monastic 
approach to Scripture is to be situated in relation to other early Christian 
approaches to biblical interpretation. The monastic hermeneutic, if discussed 
at all, is generally treated as a minor, derivative moment in the history of 
interpretation. '*© This lack of attention is understandable from one perspec- 
tive. Neither the intense focus which the desert fathers placed on Scripture 
nor the methods which they "sed: to interpret Scripture were particularly 
original within Christianity. To the contrary, the desert fathers stood within 
a well-established tradition of biblical interpretation and drew upon many of 
the hermeneutical methods (allegory, typology, exempla, literal and moral 
interpretation) which had been established by previous interpreters of Scrip- 
ture. What was new and distinct in the desert hermeneutic was the peculiar 
combination of the /ocus of the desert and the questions that arose within 
the ascetical life there. The questions were shaped by the particular demands 
of the life; in turn these questions affected the hermeneutic, both in terms 
of its substance and its form. 

The silence and solitude of the desert, for instance, which so clearly re- 
vealed the hidden motivations of the heart, focused the attention of the des- 
ert fathers upon moral, ascetical, and psychological questions in a particu- 
larly acute way. The practical orientation of the desert fathers means that 
interpretation of Scripture in the Sayings almost never occurs for its own 
sake but is imbedded in the life and concerns of the desert. Biblical inter- 
pretation is always encountered as part of a lifelike situation, appearing 
sometimes as the focus of a particular saying or narrative, other times as the 
backdrop. We see Scripture on the lips of the monks during prayer in the 
solitude of the desert, in the context of conversations between master and 
disciple, during battles with demons, and in encounters with prostitutes, 
pagan priests, and local villagers. Its use is almost always practical, spon- 
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taneous, informal, and full of vitality. What Charles Kannengiesser has sug- 
gested regarding the hermeneutical approach of Athanasius is also true to a 
large extent of the desert fathers: it was a pastoral-ethical-ascetical approach 
to the interpretation of Scripture. The desert hermeneutic represented the far 
side of a transition from the saving power of Scripture being mediated by 
an intellectual elite, to mediation of Scripture by the church and its pastors. ^ 

It is to The Sayings of the Desert Fathers that one must look to find the 
fullest expression of this pastoral-ethical-ascetical approach to biblical inter- 
pretation in early monasticism. What one finds there is a hermeneutic ex- 
pressed as a whole way of life centered upon a profound appropriation of 
Scripture. 
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3 
The Sayings of the Desert Fathers 


The Sayings of the Desert Fathers is among the most vital and engaging 
texts to emerge from the early Christian world. It was immensely popular 
among the early monks, who began at a relatively early date to collect and 
preserve the more memorable stories and sayings of their revered elders. 
The very qualities that guaranteed the preservation of these sayings also 
stimulated an abundant growth in the number and variety of collections and 
in the variations of sayings within those collections; because of this, the 
number and complexity of critical problems related to the Sayings is extraor- 
dinarily high.! While we are still far from being able to resolve all of these 
problems satisfactorily, a careful exploration of some of the more important 
critical questions the Sayings presents to us will contribute greatly toward 
our understanding of the hermeneutic and the spirituality of the early monks. 


Setting, Origin and Growth of the Sayings 


It is difficult to escape the feeling, when reading The Sayings of the Desert 
Fathers, that one is listening in on a conversation. The request for a **word"' 
on the part of a monk, the sometimes gentle, sometimes sharp, often ironic 
responses from the elder, the subsequent questions or complaints from the 
monks—these *'conversations'' comprise the basic stuff of the Sayings. Yet, 
certain questions arise from hearing these conversations. How close is one 
to the desert monks in these texts? Are these genuine conversations or merely 
literary creations? What motivated the early monks to commit these conver- 
sations to memory and to pass them on to others? How and why did they 
come to be written down? Such questions are almost impossible to answer 
with any certainty; yet they are worth exploring. For by developing a sense 
of how such conversations came to be and how and why they were trans- 
mitted to others—both orally and in writing—we can gain a better under- 
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standing of the meaning and purpose of early monastic dialogue and of the 
place of Scripture within that dialogue. 


The Origin of the Sayings: Words in Response to Questions 


The great majority of the ‘‘words’’ and stories found in the Sayings emerged 
from the give-and-take of everyday life in the largely eremetical and semi- 
eremetical monastic movement of Scetis in lower Egypt.” These words were 
originally spoken and heard—probably in the Coptic tongue—rather than 
written and read. The oral character of life in the desert had a profound 
effect on the pedagogy of the desert monks and on their experience of the 
power of words. It also meant that transmission of the words from one to 
another during the earliest period was done almost entirely by word-of-mouth, 
only later being passed on as written texts.? The intimate relationship be- 
tween a master and disciple and, in particular, the request for a ‘‘word’’ of 
power and salvation on the part of the disciple composed the setting in 
which the Sayings originated. In contrast to the cenobitic monastic world of 
Pachomius in upper Egypt, where a clear structure or ‘‘pedagogy of the 
rule" came to guide the spiritual formation and direction of monks, the 
eremetical world relied largely upon a ‘‘pedagogy of spiritual direction," 
based on personal experience, and the exchange of words between an elder 
and disciple.* 

The terminology used in the Sayings to describe these exchanges reveals 
the dynamic character of the conversations which took place in the desert 
and provides some hints as to why and how they came to be preserved.? 
The word apophthegma, in spite of its use as part of the title of one collec- 
tion of Sayings (the Apophthegmata Patrum), is neither the oldest nor most 
frequently used word for designating the teaching of the elders of the desert. 
Logos, logion, and above all, rhéma are the words most often used in the 
Sayings to convey that which is sought and received by those who came to 
the desert with their questions. A common expression is: ‘‘Abba, speak a 
word [rhéma] to me." ** The word rhéma corresponds to the Hebrew dabar 
and has a similar connotation of a deed or an ‘‘event’’ which is announced 
by a word. It expresses both the close relation between life and action which 
characterized these words as well as the weight and authority they pos- 
sessed. Furthermore, it was commonly understood in the desert that one did 
not speak these words apart from an inspiration from God, nor did one 


* Although in rendering the Sayings into English I have made regular use of the English 
translations of Benedicta Ward, I have sometimes modified her translations substantially. This 
is indicated with the symbol [m]. 
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convey such a word to a listener unless that person showed a willingness to 
put the word into action. The Sayings of the Desert Fathers emerged and 
gained currency as words of power, life, and salvation addressed to partic- 
ular persons in concrete situations. 

Such an understanding of early pedagogy in the desert also sheds light on 
why and how the words of the elders began to be collected and transmitted.’ 
We can see this process at work in the snatches of early monastic conver- 
sations preserved within the literature. The elders’ words were cherished, 
collected, and transmitted because of the power and meaning they had in 
the ongoing life of the early desert community.® Yet the selection of the 
sayings was very personal. The words which came to be preserved were 
kept precisely because they had meaning for a specific person, to whom they 
were addressed in particular (and probably memorable) circumstances. The 
transmission of the elders’ words from one monk to another also had a 
personal character, taking place in the context of the relationship between a 
master and a disciple. Often, when an elder was asked for a ‘‘word’’ from 
a certain monk, he would respond with a saying or story which he had heard 
from another elder. For instance, we hear how a certain brother, who was 
“‘troubled in his thoughts,’’ approached Abba Poemen, asking him for a 
word. Poemen searched his memory and responded, not with a word of his 
own, but with a saying of another monk, Dioscorus, which he thought might 
soothe the brother’s mind. In a similar case, a brother questioned an elder 
asking what good work he should do to gain salvation. The elder responded 
by passing on to him the ‘‘word’’ of another monk, this time that of Abba 
Nisterus.? In such exchanges, we catch glimpses of the manner in which the 
stories and sayings of the elders were passed on during the early moments 
of the desert movement and of the very practical motivation behind their 
transmission from one to another. Transmission of sayings, like the words 
themselves, arose in response to personal requests for words from the elders. 

Yet, even these examples are probably somewhat removed from the ear- 
liest monastic experience. In the cases cited, there are rarely more than two 
figures involved in the transmission, something Lucien Regnault takes as an 
indication that a certain polishing and refining of the tradition had already 
taken place. !? Examples of an earlier, rougher, and more extended process 
of transmission of sayings can be found by looking at a small collection of 
sayings preserved in Ethiopian. The compiler of this collection has pre- 
served indications of this successive chain of transmission at the head of 
numerous sayings: ‘‘A brother said to me: Abba Paphnutius, copyist at Sce- 
tis, said to me also that Abba Ammoes had said. . . ."' In another case, we 
hear: ‘‘A brother said to me: Abba Isaac said to me: I visited Abba Sisoes 
of Petra, the disciple of Abba Antony and I asked him: ‘Speak to me a 
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word.’ ’’!'! This living chain of words suggests how vigorous the oral tra- 
dition of the sayings was and how vital it was to the ongoing spiritual life 
of the desert. The transmission of sayings was motivated not by the need to 
develop an accurate historical record of the early stages of the monastic 
tradition, but rather by the desire to maintain living contact with the early, 
founding members of the tradition and to perpetuate their words of life for 
the sake of others. 


Transition from Oral to Early Written Sayings 


The desire to keep alive the wisdom from the golden age of desert monas- 
ticism eventually led to the preservation of some of the sayings in written 
form. Just how soon the sayings of the desert fathers began to be written 
down is not entirely clear. There is some evidence that by the end of the 
fourth century there were small written collections of sayings in circula- 
tion.!? Although the earliest stages of written transmission are for the most 
part hidden from our view, we do have some hints from the final collections 
of Sayings as well as from other, earlier collections of sayings regarding the 
manner through which the words of the elders passed from oral discourse 
into writing. 

Two collections of sayings from the early fifth century, the Ethiopian 
Collection, known as the Collectio Monastica, and the Asceticon of Abba 
Isaiah, are of particular interest for what they reveal about the manner of 
the transmission of the sayings from oral to written form.!? The value of 
these two collections derives from their position in midst of the transition 
between the oral and written tradition. In them, we can hear the delibera- 
tions which led the sayings to be written down for the first time. In the 
Asceticon for example, Isaiah introduces a formula through which he grounds 
the written accounts in his Asceticon in the authority of the desert’s oral 
tradition: **Brothers, that which I have seen and heard from the ancients, I 
report to you. . . .’’'* Isaiah is not describing here a process of assembling 
written documents or collections which already existed, as the compilers of 
the later collections of Sayings were to do. Rather, he has gathered together 
his own personal memories of the words and actions of monks whom he has 
known and begun putting them into writing. We read of a similar process in 
the Collectio Monastica. The author calls attention to both the connection 
with the living oral tradition of the elders and the importance of the transi- 
tion into written form: ‘‘Here are the words and actions of the ancients: May 
their prayer and their blessing be with the one who has put them into writ- 
ing... ." 5 

These examples provide some evidence that the transition from oral to 
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written sayings took place relatively close to the early tradition of the desert 
fathers. This is seen in one of the characteristic features of these early col- 
lections—that whole groups of sayings are gathered by the same person, 
who either heard them himself or collected them from the first-hand testi- 
mony of several witnesses. The collector or the witness usually expresses 
himself in the first person (‘A brother said to me . . .’’), an indication of 
how close he is to the speaker of the saying. Another sign of the closeness 
of these early collections to the primitive desert tradition is that they contain 
only sayings from the Egyptian monastic milieu, as distinct from the later 
‘‘great collections," which draw on material from diverse regions. These 
small, early collections have all the hallmarks of the earliest stages in the 
process by which the sayings from the desert were written down, gathered 
into collections, and passed from one person or group to the next. And 
although the precise reasons behind the decision to begin committing the 
sayings to writing are not entirely clear, it could well be due to two factors 
which were later to influence the production of the ‘‘great collections’’—the 
dispersion of the monks from Scetis and the desire to prevent the fervor of 
ancient monasticism from fading. !° 

Whatever the exact reasons for the shift to writing, the subtle changes it 
effected are worth noting. These can be seen in the terminology of the Say- 
ings. The meaning of the term apophthegma, for example, is bound up in a 
specific way with the transcription of the sayings in written form. Thus, 
whereas rhéma refers to the character and content of a word which is pri- 
marily spoken, apophthegma designates the literary form of the saying. The 
apophthegma retains an organic relationship with the dynamic quality of the 
rhéma, while at the same time representing a movement away from the 
living quality of the oral tradition to a more formal transcription into written 
form. Apophthegma was a word used in classical antiquity and was distin- 
guished in that tradition from the gnomé, or sentence, and from the chreia, 
or narrative. The gnome was a wise maxim, enunciated in the abstract, which 
would be written down without having been pronounced. The chréia was a 
description of the circumstances of an event through words, in which the 
words, while important, did not comprise a special focus of attention. In the 
apophthegma, however, ‘‘the word is essential and this word is reported 
along with the circumstances in which it has been pronounced and which 
clarify its meaning.’’!’ The characteristic features of the apophthegma as a 
literary genre are the dynamic words of power which retain their quality as 
an event and the concrete circumstances which surround that event and pro- 
vide the context for its meaning. The written sayings are, for the most part, 
rarely far removed from the particular circumstances and concerns of the life 
of the desert and can only be understood in relation to those circumstances. 
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This way of understanding the Sayings as a literary genre is significant for 
two reasons. In the first place it suggests a certain consistency in the process 
of transmission of sayings: the manner in which they were first uttered, 
came to be passed on, and were eventually written down was part of a 
continuous pattern. It also suggests that the genre of apophthegma, with its 
attention to words and the events surrounding them, should not be restricted, 
as some have suggested, to the shortest (and presumably earliest) sayings. 
Rather, apophthegma should be understood as being inclusive of numerous 
variations in form and substance. 


Growth of the Sayings and Scripture 


Two related questions—what is meant by the term apophthegma and how 
the sayings grew and developed—have a direct bearing on one of the central 
issues of this book: the extent to which we can find in the Sayings an accu- 
rate account of what the earliest desert monks thought about Scripture. Jean- 
Claude Guy has defined the word apophthegma fairly narrowly and has ar- 
gued that the stages of growth in the tradition of the Sayings can be accu- 
rately identified by certain characteristic features. By paying attention to 
these features one can trace the process of growth from *''early" (and im- 
plicitly more authentic) sayings to ''later" (and implicitly less authentic) 
ones. Much of what the desert fathers have to say about Scripture appears 
in the sayings which Guy has characterized as ‘‘later.’’ If Guy's schema is 
correct, it would suggest that we do not really have much access to what 
the earliest desert monks thought about Scripture. Therefore, it is worth 
examining his arguments more closely. 

Guy has argued that the genre of the Sayings developed in three main 
stages, moving from simple pronouncements to longer speeches, narratives, 
or discussions.'® The first stage is represented by sayings in which a disciple 
asks his Abba a question, to which the elder replies with a brief logos or 
rhéma deriving from the elder's gift of *'discernment of spirits" and ‘‘char- 
ism" of his word. While this word may eventually be transmitted to others, 
it is at first a personal word, relevant only to the disciple's particular need 
at the moment, and has no narrative or discussion surrounding it. In the 
second stage, according to Guy, such logoi are generalized and perhaps 
combined or elaborated, becoming in the process sayings about the nature 
of the monastic life more widely applicable than the original word of the 
Abba to the disciple. Finally, in the third stage, the sayings are incorporated 
into narratives and supplemented by stories and anecdotes. These longer and 
more developed stories make up the majority of the sayings in the collec- 
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tions which have come down to us. Implied in this analysis is a belief that 
the short, piercing, charismatic sayings uttered in response to a particular 
question are the more ‘‘genuine’’ and that the longer narratives must be 
considered later, less authentic developments from the original. Although 
Guy admits here to a certain gray area in which the boundaries of the genre 
cannot accurately be discerned, still he clearly believes that the generaliza- 
tion of the logos is the first step towards the use of the material for which it 
was not intended—the development of systematic doctrines on the spiritual 
life such as one finds in the writings of John Cassian. Such a line of devel- 
opment alters the sayings, Guy argues, in such a way that their original 
simplicity and pungency is lost. It gives to the sayings an intellectual and 
speculative character which would have been unrecognizable to those who 
first uttered them. 

There are reasons for questioning such a strict understanding of the de- 
velopment of the genre and especially the implications regarding which say- 
ings are to be considered genuine.!? Guy's claim that only the "simple" 
saying truly belongs to the genre of apophthegma is too narrow and does 
not sufficiently take into account the complex character of this literature. As 
Lucien Regnault has noted, the so-called simple sayings are not that numer- 
ous even in the small, early collections of Sayings. The relative paucity of 
simple sayings in these early collections raises questions as to the indisput- 
ably primitive character of such sayings. Regnault has also pointed out that 
the desert fathers’ obvious appreciation for living examples of virtue and 
holiness which is found throughout the literature suggests that one should 
be cautious about discounting the presence of narratives in the earliest strata 
of material." Rather than rejecting all narratives as secondary, it makes 
more sense to distinguish between those narratives which are likely to have 
been part of the earliest desert traditions and those which represent later 
additions. Such a distinction is especially useful for understanding the place 
of Scripture within the Sayings. One of the objections to the inclusion of the 
narratives as part of the earliest tradition of sayings has been based on the 
assumption that the relatively complex subject matter of the narratives, in- 
cluding questions about how to understand a virtue or a vice, or how to 
interpret a particular passage from Scripture, must represent a secondary 
development away from the ‘‘naked saying," the rhéma which the Abba 
uttered to the disciple. However, it can be argued, as Graham Gould has 
done, that *'such matters did fall within the scope of the Abba's charismatic 
authority." 

Pointing to some sayings from a section of the Systematic collection called 
De Contemplatione (from the Greek Ilepi Stopatix@v, meaning **on those 
who had the gift of vision"), Gould notes that the ‘‘vision’’ spoken of in 
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these sayings included not only an ability to ‘‘read hearts” but also a capac- 
ity to interpret Scripture. In the sayings in question, several passages of 
Scripture are interpreted, and they appear not to have any connection with 
‘‘vision,”” unless that word includes the gift of interpreting the meaning of 
Scripture.?! Such evidence leads Gould to the conclusion that ‘‘interpretation 
of Scripture is part of the responsibility of the Abba as spiritual father and 
instructor of his disciples, and by no means to be seen as secondary to the 
utterance of ‘moral pronouncements.’ ’’?? This suggests that the criteria by 
which one determines whether a saying is early or late needs to be revised 
considerably if we are to take account of the diversity and richness of this 
literature. This is especially important for understanding how Scripture func- 
tions in the Sayings, for it is often within the narratives that questions about 
the meaning of Scripture figure most prominently. These longer sayings should 
not necessarily be considered as later developments which do not reflect the 
spirituality of primitive desert monasticism. Rather, we need to recognize 
that many of them accurately reflect elements of the practice of the early 
desert monks and in particular their hermeneutic. 

Another reason for questioning Guy’s assumptions regarding the devel- 
opment of the longer narratives in the Sayings is that it is likely that the 
development of narratives was at least partly an oral—and thus an early— 
phenomenon. The works of Abba Isaiah provide a good picture of the oral 
dimension of the development and transmission of narratives among the de- 
sert monks. Isaiah’s testimony is significant for, as we noted earlier, he 
represents an important link in the transmission of primitive desert tradi- 
tions. He recounts a number of them which contain a good deal of narrative. 
In one of these sayings, someone questions Abba Abraham, asking him how 
he ought to live among his brothers. Abraham responds: ‘‘[Y]Jou ought to 
live among them as if you were a stranger,” and then goes on to illustrate 
this saying with a long story about his teacher Agathon. This saying, with 
its piercing word and its more elaborate narrative, has verisimilitude—it is 
just the kind of situation in which a story would naturally have arisen. And 
given the close relationship which we know existed between Abraham and 
Agathon, there is every reason to think that the story originated not as a 
later addition but with Abraham in the situation described. From what we 
know about the oral process of transmission, it is very likely that such a 
story would have been passed along orally many different times before being 
committed to writing. There is, in fact, no reason to assume that all narra- 
tives must have originated in literary form, nor that a narrative cannot have 
been just as much a part of an elder’s teaching repertoire as a ‘‘simple 
saying." 

If the narratives were after all a part of the teaching of the desert elders, 
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the reason they were transmitted along with the elders’ shorter ‘‘words’’ 
becomes clear. Narratives were passed on not just because they were inter- 
esting or useful for teaching but because they were necessary for giving a 
context to the words of an elder and for making those words comprehensi- 
ble. Many examples of this can be given, but a saying of John Colobos 
serves to illustrate the point: ‘‘[Abba John] was sitting in church one day 
and he sighed, not knowing that there was someone behind him. When he 
realized it he lay prostrate before him, saying, ‘Forgive me, Abba, for I 
have not yet made a beginning.” "'?^ The **word"' in this case—‘‘I have not 
yet made a beginning’’—comes at the end of the saying. According to Guy's 
schema, it would represent the ‘‘primitive core’’ of the saying to which the 
previous narrative element was added later. However, it is difficult to be- 
lieve in this case that the narrative is a secondary addition to the word which 
is spoken in this saying. Here, as in many other instances, the word or short 
saying receives its meaning in no small part through being part of a credible, 
lifelike and very concrete ‘‘story.’’* The narrative, then, is more than sim- 
ply a vehicle which carries the saying. Rather, the saying and the narrative 
form a unity which must be read as a whole. Instead of viewing all narra- 
tives in the Sayings as secondary and implicitly less valuable as testimony 
to the early monastic tradition, narratives deserve to be considered as genu- 
ine expressions of the earliest monastic world and as foundational elements 
of the literature. 

This more positive assessment of the role of narrative in the Sayings and 
its place in the world of primitive monasticism is especially important for 
understanding the role of Scripture in the Sayings. Not only is the citation 
of, allusion to, and interpretation of Scripture most often found within a 
narrative setting, but it is precisely because the interpretation of Scripture is 
found within a narrative setting, is surrounded by the events and questions 
of life, that we are able to learn so much about the early monastic attitudes 
toward Scripture, that we can observe the monks’ hermeneutical strategies 
firsthand, and that we can see how they strove to enter into the world pro- 
jected by the sacred texts. Although this analysis of the Sayings’ early tra- 
ditions leaves many questions unanswered, it has at least shown the extent 
to which we still have available to us in the Sayings much of the force and 
urgency of the original questions of early monasticism. It has also suggested 
that in the texts as we have them now, we have access to some of the 
questions regarding the interpretation of Scripture which occupied the minds 


* Specifically, the narrative, with its veiled reference to an ecstatic or visionary religious 
experience, provides a credible and necessary context for the expression of humility that fol- 
lows. 
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of the desert fathers. It remains, however, to examine the manner in which 
the sayings passed from the world of oral discourse and early written collec- 
tions to the main written collections in which they took their final form. 


Sayings Gathered into Collections 


The Sayings has come down to us in at least two major forms, in many 
different languages, and in a huge number of manuscripts, only a fraction 
of which have been published. It will be useful at this point to describe the 
two main forms—the Systematic and the Alphabetical—and to provide a 
brief account of how they were compiled and the circumstances and moti- 
vations that helped forge these collections. By noting some of the principles 
that shaped them and the circumstances that gave rise to them, we can gain 
a better understanding of the Sayings as literature. 

The modern discussion of the Sayings begins in the seventeenth century 
when two manuscripts, representing the two main forms of the sayings, 
were printed. The first manuscript, in Latin, was edited by the Jesuit Heri- 
bert Rosweyde in 1615 as part of his Vitae Patrum, and organized according 
to topic in twenty chapters.? Because of the topical arrangement, this edi- 
tion of the Sayings has come to be referred to as the Systematic collection. 
The proper title, found in most early manuscripts, is Adhortationes Patrum, 
but the work has come to be known in the tradition of the Western church 
as the Verba Seniorum. This Latin text was itself a translation from a Greek 
manuscript (lost to us), done by two Roman clerics, the deacon Pelagius and 
the subdeacon John, sometime in middle of the sixth century. Much of the 
value of the Verba Seniorum to us today is due to the relatively early date 
at which this translation took place.* A second manuscript, this one in 
Greek, and with a different arrangement of the Sayings, was published by 
J. B. Cotelier in 1677 as part of his Ecclesiae Graecae monumenta. This 
collection is known as the Apophthegmata Patrum, or the Paterikon, the 
name more familiar to the Eastern church.?’ This edition, which contains 
much material also found in the Verba Seniorum, is arranged not topically 
but alphabetically, according to the names of the narrator or main protago- 
nist of each saying. The prologue to the Sayings in Cotelier’s text tells us 
that originally the work also included a group of anonymous sayings ar- 
ranged in topical chapters that followed the text of the alphabetical sayings 
as a kind of appendix. Most of these anonymous sayings, which are missing 
from the manuscript published by Cotelier, are found in another manuscript 
(Coislin 126) of the same arrangement and have been published by F. Nau.?? 
The reconstructed text, with both alphabetical and anonymous sayings, has 
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come to be known as the Alphabetico-Anonymous (hereafter referred to as 
Alphabetical) collection. The manuscripts of this collection derive mostly 
from the ninth to the twelfth centuries. 

A number of versions or translations of these two main forms of the Say- 
ings exist. Fragments of Sahidic sayings arranged in a topical form similar 
to that of the Verba Seniorum have been drawn together in one volume by 
Marius Chaine.?? Although this collection of the Sayings is preserved in the 
native language of the Egyptians and might be thought to represent the ear- 
liest written testimony of the desert traditions, Chaine has shown that the 
Coptic is a translation dependent on a Greek text. A number of sayings 
preserved in Bohairic have been published by A. Amélineau, who has shown 
that they too represent a translation from the Greek.* We also have a Syriac 
version of the Sayings, which was translated from various sources by a Nes- 
torian monk named ‘‘Anan-Isho’’ early in the seventh century. Although 
undoubtedly secondary in character, it retains a special importance due to 
the early manuscripts that ‘‘Anan-Isho’’ had access to in compiling his work.?! 
A Christian Palestinian Aramaic version also existed as can be seen from 
the fragments published by H. Duensing.*? Two Armenian versions of the 
Sayings are extant, preserving both the alphabetical and systematic arrange- 
ments.?? In addition to this, there are versions of the Sayings in Georgian, 
Arabic, and Ethiopian, each of which contributes something additional to 
the overall corpus of The Sayings of the Desert Fathers.*4 

This brief survey indicates the vastness and diversity of the tradition of 
sayings which has emerged from fourth century Egyptian monasticism. It 
also suggests why it is necessary to narrow the field of inquiry for the pre- 
sent study to a particular part of that tradition. Although the precise nature 
of the relationship among the various versions is far from clear, it is gener- 
ally acknowledged by scholars today that in one form or another the sayings 
were first committed to writing in the Greek language.” Because of this, 
and because the Greek Alphabetical collection is the only one which is avail- 
able to us in a relatively complete form, it forms the primary basis of this 
study.?6 A more detailed analysis of this particular collection, including the 
date of its composition, the likely location of its birth, and the circumstances 
in which it came into being will reveal some of its characteristic features 
and will help to show why it is such an appropriate text for the purposes of 
this study. 


The Birth of the Major Collections 


It is reasonably certain that the Alphabetical collection was compiled some- 
time during the first half of the sixth century." Regarding the location in 
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which it was compiled, most evidence points to Palestine, and specifically 
the region of Gaza, as the place most likely to have seen the rise of the 
major collections.’ Numerous allusions to the Sayings found in other mo- 
nastic literature from the region of Palestine such as the Vita of Melania the 
Younger, the Correspondence of Barsanuphius and John, and the Dis- 
courses of Dorotheus of Gaza indicate the broad diffusion of the sayings in 
Palestine during the fifth and sixth centuries. In addition to this, there are 
more than sixty sayings of monks who were either born in Palestine or who 
had adopted it as their home included in the Sayings, representing a signifi- 
cant change from the predominantly Egyptian character of the Ethiopian 
collection alluded to earlier. Reference to St. Basil in the Sayings provides 
further evidence for the Palestinian origin of the great collections, for while 
it is unlikely that the great Cappadocian bishop was widely known and hon- 
ored in Egypt, he was certainly read and appreciated in the sixth-century 
Palestinian monastic milieux. A Palestinian origin for the great collections 
would also help to explain the rapid translation of the Sayings into all the 
major languages of Christianity. Palestine, which had always been a cross- 
roads of peoples, had become, since the fourth century, the ‘‘chosen land"' 
for the monks of all regions, not only Egyptians, but Greeks, Latins, Syri- 
ans, Armenians, and Georgians. All of this leads us to conclude, with Reg- 
nault, that ‘‘the first collection of the Alphabetico-Anonymous type was formed 
in Palestine rather than in Egypt.’’*? The Palestinian setting also helps to 
shed light on the motivations for the compilation of the major collections. 
The dispersion of great numbers of monks from Egypt to Palestine and 
the permanent loss of that world, the break of the Egyptian Monophysite 
monks from the orthodox cause, the growth of a large literate population of 
monks who could benefit from reading the words of the ancient monks, and 
the perception that the ancient fervor was waning, combined to motivate 
certain Palestinian monks to gather the disparate sayings together into one 
large collection. The presence of great numbers of monks in Palestine was 
due largely to the devastation of Scetis, the center of eremetical monasticism 
in Egypt, and the dispersion of its monks from there during the fifth century. 
The majority of the words and stories in the Sayings are from those who 
were at Scetis and there are several allusions in the text to their forced 
departure from that famous place.“ After numerous attacks by hostile tribes, 
Scetis eventually became completely deserted. This dispersion, together with 
the refusal of the majority of Egyptian monks to accept the Council of Chal- 
cedon and their decision to organize themselves along ethnic lines, no doubt 
quickened the realization on the part of some that Egyptian monastic heri- 
tage was in danger of being lost. If the spirit and memory of the remarkable 
flowering of the anchoritic movement in Egypt was to be preserved for the 
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next generation, some attempt had to be made to collect the sayings system- 
atically. 

The circumstances of monasticism in Palestine were ripe for such a proj- 
ect. Cenobitic monasticism in Palestine, well developed by the late fifth and 
early sixth centuries, was literate and needed a literature for meditation. 
However, within this movement there was a perception that the ancient fer- 
vor from the early days of monasticism was being lost.*! What better way 
to revive and renew monasticism in its diaspora and in particular within 
orthodox monastic circles than to gather together the sayings of the greatest 
of the Egyptian heroes, supplemented with other heroes of the faith such as 
Basil, Gregory, and Epiphanius, whose names were without any trace of 
heresy? Both a sense of urgency about the need to preserve the words of the 
Egyptian monks as well as what Chitty calls a certain ‘‘wistfulness’’ con- 
tributed to the desire to gather together the memories of an earlier time: 
**Physical insecurity and a sense of moral decay now gave impetus to the 
work, with the fear lest the great Old Men and their times should be forgot- 
ten.” *? The decision to collect these sayings, which had circulated freely in 
the oral tradition and in various shorter written forms, into a large inclusive 
anthology was a momentous step, one which would have a great impact not 
only on the immediate generation but on later generations as well. Indeed 
as Regnault says, ‘‘It is evidently this commitment of the sayings of the 
Egyptian anchorites to writing that has assured their perpetuity and their 
universal diffusion.'' ?^ This diffusion, which began slowly with the small 
collections to which we have already referred, increased dramatically with 
the appearance of the great collections. Although the great collections them- 
selves did not remain static, but grew and developed as they were used 
within a living monastic tradition, the Alphabetical and Systematic collec- 
tions that emerged in the early sixth century remained the standard forms in 
which the sayings were read and pondered. 


The Character of the Sayings 


Our discussion of the Sayings' evolution from its beginnings as oral procla- 
mations in the early eremetical movement in Egypt, to the first small written 
collections, and finally to the anthologies compiled to meet the needs of a 
later age, has revealed the complexity of the process which lay behind the 
growth of these sayings into the form in which we now have them. This 
raises further questions about what kind of text The Sayings of the Desert 
Fathers is and how to read it. Should it be read as a single text, with certain 
characteristic features of form and content which allow us to distinguish it 


The Sayings of the Desert Fathers 89 


from other early monastic texts? Or is it better seen simply as a composite 
text, influenced by diverse literary sources and reflecting the points of view 
of a patchwork of early monastic figures? I would suggest that a critical 
reading of the Sayings and of the place of Scripture within it requires taking 
both of these dimensions seriously. We must recognize the diverse sources 
which lie behind the final collection of Sayings and the different levels at 
which a reading of this text can be done. At the same time the Sayings has 
a particular character, an integrity of outlook which allows us to distinguish 
it from other early monastic documents. By paying attention to the diversity 
of the text as well as its integrity we will be better able to understand the 
particular way in which we meet monasticism in the Sayings and be in a 
position to evaluate the approach to the interpretation of Scripture found 
there. 


Diversity in the Sayings 


The diverse character of the Sayings would not be apparent from a cursory 
reading of the prologue. There, the editor sets out to provide an explanation 
of the purpose or intent of the collection: 


Those, however, who were industrious about these matters have handed down 
in writing some small account of these words and works which they produced, 
not so much to praise them as to raise successors to their zeal. Many, then, 
through various times have set forth in the form of a narrative in simple and 
unpolished speech these words and deeds of the holy elders. They were look- 
ing to one purpose only, to be of benefit to many.“ 


In general terms this is an accurate description of the Alphabetical collection 
as we know it. The great majority of the sayings do reflect the simple and 
unpolished speech of the anchorites who comprised the earliest generation 
of Egyptian monasticism. Also, it is largely true that the sayings are very 
practical in character and encourage imitation rather than reflection and 
speculation. The editor has emphasized this by noting that the primary pur- 
pose of the sayings is not to *'teach"' or ‘‘instruct’’ the ones seeking a word, 
but rather to ‘‘help’’ them.“ 

At the same time, if taken at face value, the prologue is somewhat mis- 
leading. However true it may be that we hear the voices of the earliest 
anchoritic tradition echoing through the pages of the Sayings, it is equally 
true that these early anchorites cannot be presumed to have spoken in some 
of the literary forms which are found there. While the units that comprise 
the Sayings preserve much of the original spirit of the early monastic world, 
they have nevertheless come into being as literature. Care should therefore 
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be taken to read the sayings in terms of the genres into which they were 
formed by scribes and editors who consciously presented them to a reading 
world as texts. Also, although it is fair to characterize the Sayings as prac- 
tical, helpful, and calling forth imitation, such a general characterization 
does not do justice to the specific character of individual sayings and to the 
diverse and often conflicting issues and themes addressed by them. In short, 
although it is possible to speak of the characteristics of the Sayings as a 
whole, it must always be done with a clear appreciation of the real diversity 
of the material which comprises the collection. Thus Frazer concludes that 
the ‘‘composite nature of the [Sayings] renders it inappropriate as an expres- 
sion of a single coordinated view of fourth and fifth century monastic thought 
or experience." ^ Guy concurs, saying that this inherent diversity of the 
Sayings means that ‘‘there is no single theology of the monastic life which 
is expressed in the Apophthegmata Patrum . . . but many theologies of the 
monastic life.”’* This should not be taken to mean that one cannot speak 
of the thought or the spirituality of the Sayings in general terms for, as I 
will suggest, it is indeed possible to point to characteristic features of the 
Sayings which distinguish it from other literary expressions of early monas- 
ticism. Rather, these observations are meant to serve as a caution against 
the tendency to view the literature too simply. In assessing the Sayings as 
literature, one must take into account the diversity and richness of its literary 
expressions and the dynamic, reciprocal relationship that existed between it 
and other early monastic texts. 

We can grasp the diversity of the Sayings best by noting some of the 
different literary genres that are present there. I have already noted that it is 
not helpful to view the genres within the Sayings as having developed in a 
clear and consistent way from early, simple expressions, or logia, to later, 
more elaborate narratives. Nor is it possible to paint a perfectly clear picture 
of the directions of literary influence in the Sayings. It is likely that besides 
being influenced by some early monastic texts, the Sayings also exerted its 
own influence on many of those same texts.“ In most cases with the Say- 
ings, we are looking at sayings or stories which arose from the experience 
of the desert and were shaped to a greater or lesser extent by certain literary 
models from the fourth-century world. What follows, then, are tentative 
suggestions regarding some of the influences behind the diverse literary 
expressions within the Sayings. In making these suggestions, I hope to clar- 
ify the multitude of settings in which one encounters the desert hermeneutic. 

One of the most significant influences on the early literary expressions of 
the Sayings was the Vita Antonii of Athanasius.* The didactic modes intro- 
duced by Athanasius into the Vita from his own acquaintance with Hellen- 
istic and ecclesiastical models are, Frazer says, ‘‘among the earliest known 
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literary expressions of the desert ideals and tradition.’’*° In the Vita, all the 
sayings of Antony known to Athanasius were enclosed in a work of literary 
form with specific pedagogical intent. There were sections of exhortations 
and detailed instructions to the monastic population, sections of exposition 
seen in propaganda against the Arians and in interpretation of the Scriptures, 
and sections which recorded details of the hermit’s life in the form of a brief 
eulogy.?! The Vita, which was certainly known to the early anchoritic com- 
munity as depicted in the Sayings,” became an important ‘‘model for mo- 
nastic encouragement'' and a ‘‘precedent for the formation of the tradition 
that proceeded from Nitria and Scete,’’ which was to emerge in final form 
in the Sayings.?? These three forms of exhortation, exposition, and eulogy, 
developed by Athanasius in his literary portrayal of Antony, became estab- 
lished as viable models for the perpetuation of monastic ideals of thought 
and action. 

Exhortation, as it is found in the Sayings, often expresses the thought of 
the earliest settlers in Nitria and Scetis and is addressed to an immediate 
monastic audience, usually to an individual. This form reflects the intensely 
personal character of the early monastic impulse. Faced with the need to 
help resolve the personal inner conflicts of those who came to the abbas for 
help, a personal response was called for. This central goal of personal sal- 
vation produced a large number of *'salvation sayings’’ consisting of a va- 
riety of personal responses related directly to the needs of an individual. 
These highly personal encounters were not isolated from broader social is- 
sues for, as we shall see, a great number of sayings came as responses to 
tensions and questions arising precisely from social concerns. In some cases, 
these concrete and personal words arising from an eremetical setting were 
adapted gradually to meet the needs of an expanding monastic community .?* 

Exposition often resulted from the need to interpret or clarify a **word"' 
or an event and represents a common motivation for the expression of an 
anchorite.?? There is usually very little polemic to be found in such sayings, 
even when they touch upon doctrinal matters. Rather, the address is directed 
to the petitioner and his quest for the words that lead to salvation. Almost 
always there is found within the elder's exposition a challenge for action of 
some kind. Though expositions may sometimes focus on a passing event or 
a casual piece of conversation, usually it is the characteristic or action of a 
particular anchorite that calls for comment.? A frequent subject of the ex- 
positions found in the Sayings is the meaning of Scripture. Although there 
is no unified hermeneutical pattern which accounts for all the various uses 
of Scripture in the Sayings, most accounts in which questions about Scrip- 
ture are found concern how the sacred text is to be ‘‘realized’’ or ‘‘applied’’ 
in the life of the monk. 
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Eulogy in the Sayings takes the form of expressions of the praiseworthy 
qualities and accomplishments of the heroes of the desert movement. This 
is found in the numerous miniature ‘‘character sketches” in the Sayings, the 
purpose of which corresponds closely with that of the stated intention of the 
editor of the collection: to inspire similar zeal among those committed to the 
anchoritic life. These sayings usually commend to the monk and to the reader 
a reasonably attainable virtue while at the same time praising the performer 
of such deeds.*’ The eulogies found in the Sayings are for the most part 
spare and unspectacular.?? Still, these modest examples of the ‘‘sanctifica- 
tion” of the desert heroes which are found in the Sayings reflect the growing 
recognition among the early monastic communities of the presence in their 
midst of holy exemplars.?? As I will show in great detail below, the eulogies 
contained in the Sayings reveal the extent to which the holiness of the elders 
was seen as deriving from their conformity to Scripture. Imitation of these 
holy exemplars became in a sense the appropriation of the ‘‘world’’ pro- 
jected by this new, living text. 

These three forms of exhortation, exposition, and eulogy reflect the influ- 
ence of the literary forms of such early monastic texts such as the Vita 
Antonii upon the growth of literary expressions found in the Sayings. Al- 
though these different expressions in the Sayings reflect certain elements of 
the early eremetical experience, they also indicate the extent to which that 
experience was shaped and influenced by other early monastic texts. They 
also show the diverse didactic purposes at work in the collection and serve 
as a reminder of the need to recognize the variety of questions being ad- 
dressed in the different genres of the text. 

In light of what has been said above, it will be clear that it is not entirely 
appropriate or accurate to speak about the overall character of the Sayings, 
as though it were the product of a single author or even of a single school. 
As an anthology, it represents a rich variety of personalities, geographical 
locations, and genres. Moreover, it addresses several distinct social settings 
and audiences across several generations. The Sayings projects a spectrum 
of worlds, and any attempt to reduce their outlook to one or two main char- 
acteristics would be misleading. Nevertheless, there is a sense in which it is 
appropriate to speak of certain general characteristics, or a shared world- 
view of the Sayings. 


The Integrity of the Sayings 


The Sayings is one text, an integral collection of sayings and stories, which 
has been read as such for centuries. In spite of its anthological structure, it 
has been edited in a conscious way by the early monastic community and 
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can be said to have a coherent and fairly consistent overall world view. In 
spite of the different factors that have influenced the final shape of the col- 
lection, most of the sayings did emerge from the same world and share a 
similar vocabulary and ethos. Perhaps the best way of indicating the char- 
acteristic features of the Sayings is to distinguish it from some of the other 
early monastic texts. 

This is not easy to do. The reciprocal literary influences among the var- 
ious texts from the world of early monasticism make it difficult to find the 
seams between the different writings. I have already suggested the probabil- 
ity of the Vita Antonii’s influence on the Sayings. It is very likely that other 
early monastic writers, such as Evagrius, also helped shape certain features. 
However, the influence also operated in the other direction. Because the 
units of the Sayings were self-contained, they often became detached from 
their place in anthologies and were absorbed into larger, more intricately 
crafted works of monastic history and spirituality. Obvious parallels to many 
of the sayings can be found in such works as Cassian’s Collationes, Eva- 
grius’s Praktikos, Palladius’s Historia Lausiaca, the Vita Antonii of Athan- 
asius, and Socrates’s Historia Ecclesiastica. Not only did other early mo- 
nastic writers give shape to the Sayings, but they were in turn shaped by it. 
In the process of using material from the Sayings they reshaped it for their 
own purposes. The changes undergone by the material from the Sayings 
were of various kinds: changes in the author’s perspective; greater polishing 
of the material; changes in form; more emphasis upon speculative philo- 
sophical matters. These changes can help us to distinguish the characteristic 
features of the Sayings. 

The form of the Sayings is easily distinguished from the artificial ‘‘histo- 
ries of voyages,” such as the Historia Lausiaca and the Historia Monacho- 
rum, which trace journeys among the different monastic settlements. Be- 
yond differences in form, one can see a very different spirit in these two 
histories. The Historia Lausiaca is one of the most deeply hellenized of the 
early monastic texts and reflects the influence of Evagrius’s thought to a 
much greater extent than that of the Sayings. This is reflected in a generally 
more severe attitude toward the body and a greater leaning toward the prac- 
tice of asceticism. The Historia Monachorum is a document taken for the 
most part from a different geographical locale than the Sayings—focusing 
on the Nile valley as it does, it could be said to reflect *'river-bed"' monas- 
ticism. It also contains a much greater emphasis on the “‘signs and won- 
ders’’ of the monastic life than the Sayings. The overall perspective or point 
of view of both of these documents differs quite markedly from the Sayings. 
They come from the pens of monastic pilgrims or tourists and convey very 
much an outsider's perspective on and glorification of the early monastic 
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world.®! The Sayings can also be distinguished from the carefully crafted 
biographies such as the Vita Antonii or the Vita Pachomii. Although we 
have seen the extent to which certain forms from the Vita Antonii influenced 
the Sayings, there is nothing in them resembling Athanasius's polished bio- 
graphical form or his overarching theological agenda.9? The Sayings bear 
even less resemblance to collections of sentences such as the Gnostic Cen- 
turies of Evagrius or the treatises on the monastic life that are represented, 
in various forms, in the writings of John Cassian, Isaiah of Scetis, and 
Dorotheus of Gaza. To take just one example, one can see in Cassian's 
writings that many words and stories from the Sayings have been changed, 
probably under the influence of Evagrius, into sophisticated and highly in- 
tellectual theological and spiritual reflections. This is reflected in the length 
of the monologues delivered by Cassian's monks, something which distin- 
guishes them very clearly from the reticent figures found in the Sayings: ‘‘In 
the Apophthegmata the master answered with a single pithy sentence. In a 
divine like Cassian he answered with an hour, or several pages of analysis.” © 

The different perspectives reflected in these early monastic documents 
provide some clues for understanding the characteristic features of the Say- 
ings. Though the Sayings stands in a dependent or reciprocal relationship to 
some of these other early monastic texts, it has managed to preserve more 
of the primitive quality of early monasticism than the other major monastic 
documents. Contrasting the Sayings with the Historia Monachorum and Cas- 
sian's Conferences, Louis Bouyer notes: ‘‘These last two texts . . . already 
bear the marks of a later systematization. Here we can follow the transition 
from a primitive, popular monasticism, wholly evangelical and entirely ig- 
norant of philosophical problems or influences, to the erudite monasticism 
which was to be its heir. . . .’’ To a much greater extent than these more 
carefully constructed works, the diverse sayings and stories in the Sayings 
remain organically related to the monastic world whose life and thought they 
express. Most of the sayings and stories emerge directly from the rough- 
and-tumble life of early monasticism. In spite of some polishing, they retain 
their flavor as the matériel brut of early monasticism.$? This is reflected in 
the form and the overall tone of the Sayings. 

The anthological form of the Sayings precludes any artificial synthesis or 
systematization of the material. Rather than constructing a series of spiritual 
conferences as Cassian does, or recounting tales of a journey as Palladius 
does, the editors of the Sayings have simply compiled what Chitty calls ‘‘a 
corpus of ‘case law’ of the deserts.' $6 These cases are left, in all their 
bewildering variety, to stand next to one another, relatively free of commen- 
tary. This exuberant polyphony of words is one of the real strengths and 
charms of the Sayings and is, I think, at least partially responsible for its 
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enduring appeal. The constant blending and sometimes even clashing of dif- 
ferent voices offers us a potentially endless combination of ‘‘musical styles." 
As Ricouer reminds us in relation to biblical literature, such a polyphony 
can bring with it a revelatory richness unequalled by a single voice.°’ This 
variety makes of the Sayings, perhaps more than any of the other early 
monastic texts, ‘‘une somme d'une richesse inégalée.'' 68 There is also a 
richness in tone in the Sayings. Perhaps the best way of characterizing this 
tone is to note that the authority and insight with which the desert monks 
addressed the concerns of their fellow human beings mark the Sayings as 
*'the last and one of the greatest products of the Wisdom Literature of the 
ancient Near East.’’ © Its character as a kind of Wisdom literature is seen in 
the concrete manner with which the monks faced questions of all kinds. This 
text does not originate from theorizing or speculating on the nature of the 
spiritual life or holiness but, like ancient Wisdom sayings, is born from 
experience and gives practical, earthy, and specific advice on how to live.7? 
Although the sayings had a teaching function, their primary orientation was 
not so much to ‘‘teach’’ in a narrow sense as to edify and help those who 
came to seek ‘‘a word.’’ Many of the sayings convey the revelatory shock 
of parables and had the effect of drawing their hearers into a new world and 
transforming them. Finally a word should be said about the ‘‘audiovisual 
quality" of the Sayings. Chitty has noted that the name Apophthegmata 
Patrum is ‘‘a term convenient enough but for the fact that the collection is 
hardly less occupied with the actions of the fathers than with their say- 
ings.’’’! The Sayings constitutes, as Regnault reminds us, ‘‘une galerie de 
portraits," **un montage audiovisuel." As such the Sayings brings us in 
touch not only with the words of the desert monks but also with their 
countenances."? It is important to keep this **double character’’ of the Say- 
ings in mind, for it is often in the movements, gestures, and faces of the 
holy exemplars that we are led to understand the way in which they have 
engaged the project of the sacred texts. Taken altogether, these diverse qual- 
ities of the Sayings lead one to agree with Benedicta Ward that ‘‘it is in the 
[Sayings] of the fathers, the collections of their words, that the spirit of the 
desert can best be found.” ? 


How Much Scripture in the Sayings? 


Although it is clear, as I have pointed out above, that questions about Scrip- 
ture were frequently posed in the desert, it is not easy to determine how 
often Scripture is actually quoted in the text of the Sayings. Opinions have 
varied widely on this question, from those who see almost no Scripture in 
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the Sayings to those who see the Sayings filled with citations of and allu- 
sions to Scripture. Judgments about this question depend to a large extent 
on how one evaluates the various traces of Scripture found in the literature 
and how carefully one distinguishes between actual citations or quotations 
of Scripture and allusions to the sacred texts. 

One way to approach the question of scriptural content in the Sayings is 
to compare the biblical references noted in the approximately one thousand 
sayings of Cotelier’s edition of the Alphabetical collection with those in 
three contemporary translations of this collection in English, French, and 
Italian. Each of these works indicates the presence of biblical references 
within the text of the Sayings, and the French and Italian translations also 
include an index of biblical references reflecting the number of biblical ci- 
tations and allusions the respective translators have detected in the Sayings. 
Neither in the Greek edition nor in any of the translations is a method or set 
of criteria proposed for determining the presence of biblical texts in the 
Sayings, or for distinguishing between biblical citations and allusions. The 
great discrepancy in the number of biblical references attested to in the dif- 
ferent translations should be taken as an indication of how subjective such 
judgments are. Using the Alphabetical collection as a basis for comparison, 
we come up with surprisingly different numbers of biblical texts cited by 
the different translators.’ 

Jean-Claude Guy long ago noted the apparent paucity of biblical citations 
in Cotelier’s Greek edition of the Alphabetical collection, where he counted 
only 150 biblical citations or allusions in the entire collection. Benedicta 
Ward, in her English translation made in 1975, noted even fewer biblical 
references, citing only 93 biblical references altogether, with 45 from the 
Old Testament and 48 from the New Testament. Lucien Regnault’s 1985 
French translation of the Alphabetical collection shows a larger number of 
biblical references than Guy and more than twice as many as Ward. He has 
noted 224 citations altogether, with 98 from the Old Testament and 126 
from the New Testament." Luciana Mortari, who translated the Alphabeti- 
cal collection into Italian in 1971, has included far more biblical references 
in her translation than the others have, citing 832 biblical citations alto- 
gether, with 269 texts from the Old Testament and 563 texts from the New 
Testament.’ The sharp differences in the number of biblical texts noted by 
these different scholars point to how difficult it is to be precise about iden- 
tifying the number of biblical texts and the patterns of use in the Sayings. 
Mortari’s much larger numbers suggest that she has taken biblical allusions 
more seriously than the others have done. This leaves unanswered, however, 
the question of what criteria one is to use in evaluating the presence of 
biblical allusions or echoes in the Sayings. Although it is not a simple matter 
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of saying that the truth lies somewhere in between the two extremes, the 
large number of biblical texts cited in Mortari’s translation at least suggests 
that the generally low estimate of the number of biblical texts in the Sayings 
that has prevailed for so long among scholars should be revised upward. 

Notwithstanding the inherent ambiguity of the question of how many bib- 
lical texts are to be found in the Sayings, some tentative suggestions can be 
made based on both the agreements and differences among Cotelier and the 
different translations regarding the patterns of biblical use in the Sayings. In 
the first place Cotelier and all three of the translators agree that the New 
Testament is cited more frequently than the Old Testament in the Sayings. 
For Cotelier, Ward, and Regnault the difference between them is relatively 
small, while Mortari notes that more than twice as many texts are cited from 
the New Testament than from the Old Testament. All agree that the most 
frequently cited Old Testament texts are the Psalms, followed by the books 
of Genesis and Isaiah, while the higher numbers cited by Mortari suggest 
that these two texts occupied an especially prominent place in the desert. In 
addition, Mortari claims that both Exodus and Ezekiel figure in a prominent 
way, something not noted by the others. 

With regard to the New Testament, all are agreed that the Gospels are the 
most frequently cited texts, accounting for more than half of all the New 
Testament texts found in the Sayings. All are also agreed that, among the 
Gospels, Matthew is the most often cited, accounting for approximately a 
third of all the New Testament texts in the Sayings. Cotelier, Mortari, and 
Regnault note a significant number of citations from the Gospel of Luke 
while Mortari alone sees a large number of citations from the Gospel of 
John. The only other pattern of New Testament citations that emerges is due 
primarily to the generally larger numbers which Mortari finds overall. She 
sees high numbers of texts cited from Paul’s writings as well as from He- 
brews, James, and Revelation. 

These numbers provide us with what is at best an approximate account of 
the overall patterns of use of Scripture in the Sayings. The range of opinions 
regarding how much and which kinds of Scripture are found in the Sayings 
attests to the difficulty of resolving this question with any certitude. How- 
ever, even this ambiguity may be instructive as to the extent to which Scrip- 
ture influenced both the desert monks as well as the literature of the desert. 
We would do well in this regard to keep in mind Benedicta Ward’s comment 
that ‘‘the language of the writings of the desert was so formed by the med- 
itation of the scriptures that it is almost impossible to say where quotation 
ends and comments begin."' ? This inherent ambiguity notwithstanding, the 
rough approximations of Scriptural use presented here do suggest some of 
the broad patterns of use of Scripture in the Sayings. Just how the monks 
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used Scripture in the day-to-day life of the desert is the question to which 
we must now turn. 


Notes 


1. The critical difficulties associated with the Sayings are legendary. In his critical 
introduction to the Pachomian corpus of writings (which itself presents no end of 
critical problems), Armand Veilleux has stated that, in comparison to the Sayings, 
the Pachomian literature is ‘‘un tout homogéne!’’ See Armand Veilleux, La liturgie 
dans le cénobitisme pachômien au quatrième siècle Studia Anselmiana 57, (Rome: 
Herder, 1968), 11. On the critical work that has been done on the Apophthegmata 
(or Sayings) and the difficulties or problems that remain, see W. Bousset, Apoph- 
thegmata. Studien zur Geschichte des dltesten Mónchtums (Tübingen: Mohr, 1923); 
Jean-Claude Guy, Recherches sur la tradition grecque des Apophthegmata Patrum, 
Subsidia Hagiographica 36 (Brussels: Société des Bollandistes, 1962). See Ruth Fra- 
zer, ‘‘The Morphology of Desert Wisdom in the Apophthegmata Patrum” (Ph.D. 
diss., University of Chicago, 1977), for a careful analysis of the structure and form 
of the Sayings and of some of the more difficult literary questions underlying them. 
See also Graham Gould, **A Note on the Apophthegmata Patrum," JTS, n.s., 37 
(1986):133—38. Gould's critique of Guy's work and its bearing on understanding the 
desert hermeneutic is discussed in detail below. See also F. Cavallera (‘‘Apoph- 
tegmes,’’ DS, vol. I, col. 768); who aptly describes what is still, unfortunately, the 
state of our knowledge of the Sayings: ‘‘It is impossible to provide a definitive 
solution to the majority of the questions posed by the existence of the diverse collec- 
tions [of the Sayings].’’ One result of the complex character of the tradition is that 
there is as yet no critical text of the Sayings. (This will soon change with the forth- 
coming publication of a critical edition from Sources chrétiennes, prepared in large 
part by the late Jean-Claude Guy). 

2. See Derwas J. Chitty, The Desert a City (Oxford: Blackwell, 1966), 67: ‘‘The 
Apophthegmata Patrum belong primarily to Scetis." This does not mean that one 
does not find sayings from other milieux in the Sayings. It simply suggests that Scetis 
is the geographical center of the sayings. 

3. See Hans Lietzmann, A History of the Early Church, Vol. 4: The Era of the 
Church Fathers, trans. B. L. Woolf (London: Lutterworth, 1951), 140: ‘‘In the first 
instance, the tradition was of an oral character and in the Coptic language. It was 
later translated into Greek and written down.” See also K. Heussi, Der Ursprung 
des Mónchtums (Tubingen: Mohr, 1936), 145, 158. 

4. Jean-Claude Guy, ‘‘Les Apophthegmata Patrum,” in Théologie de la vie mo- 
nastique (Paris: Aubier, 1961), 75. This is not to say the master-disciple relationship 
was unimportant in Pachomian monasticism. It simply did not play the same role as 
it did in eremetical and semieremetical monasticism. 

5. See Lucien Regnault, “‘Aux origines des Apophtegmes,’’ in Les Pères du dé- 
sert à travers leurs Apophtegmes (Sablé-sur-Sarthe: Solesmes, 1987), 57—58. 
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6. For example, Ammonas 1 [PG 65:120A]: Eiré por fua. In citing from the 
Sayings, I refer to the source of the Greek text in Migne [PG 65] or in Nau [ROC 
13, 14, 17, 18] and to the supplementary texts found in Guy [Recherches]. In addi- 
tion, I occasionally refer to texts taken from other collections [J, Pa, etc.], which 
are found in the French collection of sayings published by Solesmes and Belle- 
fontaine. For a full account of these texts, consult the table of abbreviations in 
SPTr. 

7. In what follows, I am indebted to the discussion of L. Regnault, in ‘‘ Aux 
origines des Apophtegmes,’’ 57-63. 

8. This is not meant to imply that the earliest stages of the tradition necessarily 
consisted of brief, piercing words and that other, longer narratives developed from 
them as a later form, a question which will be dealt with in more detail below. At 
this point I am simply pointing to the fact that these sayings grew out of a concrete 
setting in which ‘‘words’’ of power were addressed to genuine questions. 

9. Dioscorus 2 [PG 65:160D—161A]; Nisterus 2[PG 65:307D-308A]. 

10. Lucien Regnault, ‘‘La transmission des Apophtegmes,"' in Les pères du dé- 
sert, 66—67. 

11. Collectio Monastica, 13:36, p. 63; 14:64, p. 92. 

12. As Chitty suggests, ‘‘[I]t is not improbable that both Palladius and Evagrius 
had some such written records to draw from’’ (The Desert a City, 67). 

13. For the Collectio Monastica, see n. 34; for the Asceticon, see n. 23. 

14. Asceticon, CSCO 293, 28. 

15. Collectio Monastica, CSCO 238, 126; CSCO 239, 93. 

16. Regnault, ‘‘La transmission des Apophtegmes,"" 69. 

17. Regnault, ‘Aux origines des Apophtegmes,’’ 58. 

18. Jean-Claude Guy, ‘‘Remarques sur le texte des Apophthegmata Patrum," RSR 
63 (1955):252-58. 

19. For much of what follows I am indebted to Gould, ‘‘Note on the Apoph- 
thegmata Patrum,” 133-38. 

20. Lucien Regnault, Les sentences des péres du désert Recueil de Pélage et 
Jean. Introd. Lucien Regnault. Trans. Jean Dion and Guy Oury (Sablé-sur-Sarthe: 
Solesmes, 1966), 4—11. 

21. Vitae Patrum V. 18, nos. 17, 18 [PL 73:985—86]; VI. 1, nos. 2, 4, 6 [PL 73: 
993—94]. 

22. Gould, “Note on the Apophthegmata Patrum,” 135. He points also to a long 
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group of monks, it would be fully in place" (136). 

23. Abba Isaiah, Logos VI, Les cinq recensions de l'ascéticon syriaque d' Abba 
Isaïe I: Introductino au probléme isaien. Version des Logoi I-XII avec des paral- 
léles grecs et latins, ed. René Draguet, CSCO 293, Scriptores Syri 122 (Louvain: 
CSCO, 1968), 27-81. See Gould, ‘‘Note on the Apophthegmata Patrum,’’ 136. 
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35. See the evidence cited by Chaine and Amélineau, above; Guy (Recherches) 
has based his entire research into the Greek manuscript tradition on this assumption. 

36. This should not be taken to mean that the Greek Alphabetico-Anonymous 
collection contains only the most primitive material or that the other collections are 
of less value. In spite of the linguistic priority of this Greek collection, the manu- 
scripts we possess of the Greek collections are relatively late, coming for the most 
part from the eleventh and twelfth centuries. For this reason, the various versions or 
translations of the sayings retain their value as witnesses to important variants in the 
tradition. 

37. There is considerable internal evidence to support this. See Frazer, ‘‘Mor- 
phology,” 85-87. 

38. Lucien Regnault, ‘‘Les Apophtegmes en Palestine aux V*—VFT siècles,” Irénikon 
54 (1981):320—30, reprinted in Les pères du désert, 73-83. Derwas J. Chitty, ‘‘The 
Books of the Old Men,’’ Eastern Churches Review 6 (1974): **The Gaza milieu. . . 
is likely to have seen the emergence of the first great collection of Apophthegmata— 
a region of high intellectual calibre to which leading monks of Egypt withdrew at a 
time when in dogma as in politics Christians were weighed down with a sense of 
impending disaster. . .'' (20). 

39. Regnault, ‘‘Les Apophtegmes en Palestine"': ‘‘La première collection de type 
alphabético-anonyme a été formée en Palestine plutót qu'en Égypte” (81). 

40. Collectio Monastica, 13:35; 13:36; 13:79; 14:33. 

41. The Ethiopian Collection contains numerous sayings which speak of a general 
relaxation among the monks: Collectio Monastica 13:22; 13:47; 13:70. On the disen- 
chantment of some of the monks, see Collectio Monastica, 13:15; 13:16. 

42. Chitty, The Desert a City, 67. 

43. Regnault, ‘‘La transmission des Apophtegmes’’: **C'est évidemment cette mise 
par écrit des apophtegmes des anachorétes égyptiens qui va assurer leur perennité et 
leur diffusion universelle" (70). 

44. PG 65:73AB, trans. Frazer, ‘‘Morphology,’’ 115-16. 

45. Guy, ‘‘Les Apophthegmata Patrum,’’: *" The Apophthegmata Patrum [is] not 
conceived as an ‘instructive’ book, but as a ‘useful’ book . . . one doesn't find 
there 6sdacKkadta but wdedta’’ (81). The prologue uses this language to describe 
the purpose of the Sayings: penoa rovs roXXovs [PG 65:73A]. 

46. Frazer, ‘‘Morphology,’’ 178. 

47. Guy, ‘‘Les Apophthegmata Patrum," 79. 

48. See Guy (‘‘Les Apophthegmata Patrum,” 78), who shows the depth of the 
influence of Sayings on other early monastic texts. 

49. The relationship between the words of Antony found in the Sayings, in his 
letters, and in the VA is complex. In proposing that the VA influenced the Sayings, I 
am not arguing that the picture of Antony found in the VA is earlier or more authentic 
than the words found in the Sayings. Rather the influence must be seen as reciprocal, 
with the ‘‘Antony Tradition" of sayings shaping Athanasius’s depiction of him, and 
Athanasius in turn influencing the literary form, not only of the words of Antony in 
the Sayings but the collection as a whole. On this question, see: Samuel Rubenson, 
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The Letters of St. Antony: Origenist Theology, Monastic Tradition and the Making 
of a Saint (Lund: Lund University Press, 1990). 

50. Frazer, ‘‘Morphology,’’ 175. 

51. Athanasius, VA, Exhortation and instruction: 69, 72-80, 25, 55; Exposi- 
tion:15—43; Eulogy: passim. 

52. See Sisoes 25 [PG 65:400D]; Peter of Dios 1 [PG 65:385C]. 

53. Frazer, '*Morphology,"' 117-29. 
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ample, Macarius 22 [PG 65:272B]; Daniel 6 [PG 65:156BC]. 

55. These expositions are not all to be thought of, as we have shown above, as 
representing a later or more developed form. We have shown how exposition and 
teaching as commmentary on a saying could well comprise part of an original saying. 
The point here is to acknowledge the extent to which this form was polished and 
refined under the influence of Athanasius's VA. 

56. [n these cases, sometimes the characteristics or action itself is the focus of 
attention, while at other times the explanation or /ogion is more prominent. See, for 
example, Macarius 12, regarding Macarius's practice of fasting. 

57. Frazer (‘‘Morphology,’’ 124) notes that these items are ‘‘retrospective in their 
original form, representing traditions that are already secondary to the action it- 
self.” 

58. This is especially clear when comparing the Sayings with the exaggerated 
style of the early hagiographical literature of the Coptic church. Exceptions in the 
Sayings themselves to this rule of sobriety include Paul 1 [PG 65:380D-381A]; 
Bessarion 2 [PG 65:140A]. 

59. See, for example, Antony 28 [PG 65:85D—85A]; Pambo 12 [PG 65:372A]. 
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Groh, Early Arianism: A View of Salvation (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982); 
especially chapter 4, *'Claims on the Life of St. Antony.” 
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The Use of Scripture in the Desert 


The apparent paucity of explicit biblical citations in the Sayings, the general 
reticence toward speaking about or commenting on Scripture found there, 
the high level of illiteracy among the monks, and the firm resistance on the 
part of many monks to reading or owning books have raised questions about 
how deeply Scripture penetrated the early eremetical movement. Indeed, 
some commentators have concluded that, apart from the proclamation of the 
Word at the weekly synaxis or gathering, the monks would have had hardly 
any contact with or knowledge of Scripture at all.! However, a closer look 
at the literature reveals that while Scripture certainly provoked diverse and 
ambivalent responses from the monks, it was nevertheless central to their 
spirituality. 

The high esteem in which the words of Scripture were held by the monks 
as well as the frequent recommendations to memorize and recite the sacred 
texts suggest the presence within desert monasticism of a culture nourished 
in significant ways on the Scriptures. Besides its place in the public synaxis, 
Scripture also played a key part in the life of the cells, where it was recited, 
ruminated, and meditated upon both in small groups of monks and by indi- 
viduals in solitude. Scripture enjoyed great authority in the desert, and when 
someone asked an elder for a ‘‘word,’’ it was often a word from Scripture 
that he received in reply. Yet there was a real reticence among many of the 
monks to speak about Scripture and strong resistance in some quarters to 
owning books, including the sacred texts themselves. This reticence should 
not necessarily be taken to imply indifference or antagonism toward Scrip- 
ture on the part of the monks. Rather, it should be understood as a natural 
result of tensions which often develop within oral cultures making the tran- 
sition toward greater dependence upon written texts. We see among the de- 
sert monks a religious culture which was nourished to a very great degree 
on an encounter with the Word; yet it was more of an aural than a visual 
encounter. Still, as we have already seen, the central place of Scripture 
within Christianity meant that books in general, and especially books of 
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Scripture, gained increasing significance in the Christian world throughout 
this period. 

This tension between an oral and a written approach to the word impinged 
itself upon the world of the desert and affected the way monks encountered 
and responded to Scripture. The ambivalent attitudes toward Scripture which 
we encounter in the Sayings can be best understood in light of this shift in 
emphasis from oral to written discourse. An examination of the oral and 
written approaches to Scripture among the monks will help to show how 
deeply Scripture penetrated into the world of the desert and how varied the 
apprehension of the word was. Before pursuing this question, however, it 
will be useful to note the monks’ sense of the value of the Word in all its 
forms. 


The Value of the Word: Scripture and the Elder 


The great authority of Scripture and its centrality in the quest for salvation 
is reflected throughout the Sayings. The understanding of what constituted a 
sacred text was fluid and the authority of Scripture was experienced not only 
as something written but also as something spoken. Also, because the words 
of the leaders were valued so highly in the desert, there was no clear dis- 
tinction between the words which came from the sacred texts and the words 
which came from the holy exemplars. The value of Scripture was almost 
always seen in very practical terms, relating to the help it provided in the 
discovery of salvation and self-knowledge. The words of Scripture and the 
worlds of the elders were seen as the preeminent guides to be followed. 
Numerous sayings refer to the authority of Scripture and its importance 
for the life of the monk. Epiphanius, a bishop for whom reading and study 
were more important than for many of the simple monks, insisted that to be 
without knowledge of the Scriptures [r&v [pada@v 7 &yvora] was to be in 
‘ta precipice and a deep abyss.’’? ''To know nothing of the divine law 
[unôéva Tov Oeiwv vópwv eidévat],’’ he said, was a ‘‘betrayal of salva- 
tion.’ The same matter-of-fact attitude toward the authority of Scripture is 
reflected in a response by Antony to some brothers who came seeking a 
**word"' to help them discover how to be saved. Antony felt it sufficient to 
answer, ‘You have heard Scripture [jnxotoate THY ypadñv]. That should 
teach you how.’’> This simple response is revealing—regarding not only the 
authority of Scripture, but also the manner in which the monks often en- 
countered it. Antony's brusque reply to the brothers' question speaks clearly 
about where he felt that clues to salvation were to be found; he neither refers 
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to a particular text, nor engages in any commentary, but simply points the 
brothers in the direction of Scripture. However, he does not necessarily send 
the brothers away to read Scripture. Antony makes no assumption that his 
listeners will have studied or read Scripture or even have the ability to do 
so. Clearly, the authority and message of Scripture could be received through 
hearing. Antony suggests to the brothers that they have heard these words 
but have not really taken them in. He encourages his questioners to listen 
more carefully in the future to the words from Scripture. 

Increased attentiveness to Scripture is also the subject of another saying 
of Antony’s. To a brother who asked what he must do in order to please 
God, Antony replies with a double command, ‘‘Wherever you go, always 
have God before your eyes; whatever you do, have [before you] the testi- 
mony of the holy Scriptures.’’® In this telling comparison, Antony suggests 
that having the testimony of the Scriptures constantly before one is equiva- 
lent to being always in the presence of God. Scripture has that kind of 
power. Also, by reminding his listeners that they should have this testimony 
before them whatever they do, he indicates that Scripture is the surest guide 
for action. The call to look toward Scripture as a guide to salvation did not 
remain simply a general one, however. The monks often answered questions 
directly with quotations from or allusions to a Scriptural text. Epiphanius, 
for example, responded to someone who put a question to him about the 
meaning of righteousness by quoting a text from Jeremiah.’ In another case, 
when a brother asked simply for a “‘word,’’ Cronius gave him, without any 
hesitation, a word from Scripture and its interpretation. The manner in which 
this was done leaves no doubt that it is the authoritative word which the 
questioner was seeking and that it is a word to be obeyed. The general 
exhortations to look toward Scripture and the specific quotations cited in 
response to particular questions testify to a common belief among the desert 
monks in the value of the Scripture—both as written word and as oral word— 
and of the need to follow in its way. 

Still, there were also other words of power in desert, which should not be 
too sharply distinguished from the words of Scripture, and these came from 
the elders themselves, usually in response to a request for ‘‘a word’’ of 
salvation. The responses to these requests were varied, consisting sometimes 
of a short saying or story, sometimes of quotations from Scripture, and still 
other times of silence or of a symbolic action. Whatever the response, how- 
ever, the words of the elders were often seen as carrying the same weight 
of authority as those of Scripture. The power of these utterances or actions 
was held to derive from the great purity of the holy one who was at their 
source. This moral purity gave the elder the authority to speak with power: 
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“It was axiomatic that the words of one who lived so close to God would 
be inspired.’’? The words of the holy ones were seen as participating in and 
continuing the discourse of the authoritative words of Scripture. 

The words of elders and of Scripture constituted a double tradition of 
authority for those living in the desert. Abba Poemen alludes to this in his 
teaching about the place of tears and compunction. Weeping, he says, is 
“the way the Scriptures and our Fathers give us,” an indication that both 
are important sources of spiritual authority." An anonymous saying con- 
cerning obedience echoes this sentiment. One of the elders says that God 
asks two kinds of obedience of the monks: that they ‘‘obey the holy Scrip- 
tures, and obey their. . . spiritual fathers.” !! That the relationship between 
these two sources of authority was not always clear can be seen in the con- 
tinuation of the saying of Antony alluded to earlier. The brothers who asked 
Antony for a word were told, ** You have heard the Scriptures. That should 
teach you how."' But they pressed him, saying, ‘‘We want to hear from you 
too, father." !? While the brothers were not necessarily disputing the au- 
thority of the words of Scripture, it is clear that they also wanted to hear the 
authoritative words which Antony would utter. Such a request on the part 
of the brothers reflects not only the fluid relationship between Scripture and 
the words of the elder, but also the kinds of words most valued—whether 
from Scripture or the elder—words that were intimate, direct, and personal. 

In some cases, the words of the elder appear to have had an authority 
which went beyond that of Scripture. One saying tells of Poemen citing a 
passage from Proverbs, prefacing his citation with the authoritative phrase 
“it is written.” In this particular instance, however, Poemen felt the need 
to go beyond what was stated in the biblical text, in order to warn the 
brothers about the dangers of self-delusion. In doing so, he expressed the 
authority of his own words in a startling way, introducing his comments on 
the text with the very same expression Jesus used in the Sermon on the 
Mount (Mt 5:22) to announce his new authority: ‘‘but / say to you [éyw ó€ 
Aéyo bpiv] . . .''? Poemen's use of this expression is not reflective of a 
cavalier attitude toward Scripture. Rather, it expresses the ''freedom of 
speech" which characterized the elders of the desert and the authority their 
words enjoyed. We see a symbolic expression of the importance attached to 
such authoritative, charismatic teaching in the desert in a story concerning 
what is required to be accorded the title ‘‘abba.”’ When some of the brothers 
questioned Poemen about why Agathon, who was very young, should be 
called abba, Poemen replied, **because his mouth makes him worthy to be 
called abba.’’ ^ In spite of his young age, Agathon's mouth—his words and 
teaching—were pure and authoritative and gave him the right to be called 
“abba.” 
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Words, then, written and spoken, from Scripture and the elders, were 
basic to the quest for salvation in the desert. It is worth remembering the 
different sources of words—Scripture and the elders—as we proceed. When 
we hear of monks reciting or meditating upon words, it is likely that these 
are words from Scripture. However, the charismatic authority enjoyed by 
the words of the elders made them, in the minds of many of the monks, just 
as worthy of remembrance and meditation. In the same way, if we are to 
understand how the words of salvation—whether those of Scripture or of the 
elders—penetrated the imagination of the desert monks, we need to distin- 
guish the two main ways the monks encountered these words: through writ- 
ten and oral discourse. 


The Written Word 


One way the desert Christians encountered Scripture was through the written 
word, or texts. Although it is likely that the majority of those who lived the 
semieremetical life in Lower Egypt could not read, the literature indicates 
that there was a good number for whom reading was one of the primary 
means of learning Scripture. For them, the culture of the book—especially 
the Bible, the book par excellence—was highly valued. Nevertheless, there 
was a genuine ambivalence in the desert toward possessing and reading books. 
In a predominantly oral culture, books were seen by many as presenting a 
threat to the spiritual life proclaimed by Scripture. This was especially true 
in cases where books came to be viewed not as mediators of the Word but 
as ends in themselves. Still, such doubts about the value of books did not 
entirely preclude the monks’ use of written texts. 

The presence of books in the everyday life of the desert is seen in numer- 
ous places in the Sayings, an indication that, although books may not have 
been common in the desert, neither were they entirely absent. Recalling that 
the great codices were produced during this era, we should not be surprised 
that some of them would have found their way into the desert communities. 
We hear of Abba Gelasius, who possessed a beautiful, and extremely valu- 
able copy of the Bible in parchment (BeBAtov év Gépuaouv), said to contain 
the whole of the Old and New Testaments.'? In a similar vein, we hear that 
Theodore of Pherme is said to have possessed ''three good books [tpia 
Bebia kaXá]" from which he and his brothers derived much profit. And 
Abba Ammoes tells of some monks who possessed ‘‘books of parchment 
[BugAéov ueupávcov]|' in their cells." While the precise character of these 
books and the use to which they were put is not easy to determine, it is 
likely that at least some of them would have included Bibles for use by the 
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community at the weekly synaxis. These were Bibles which belonged to the 
**household,"' though in some cases the monk would have been allowed to 
keep them in his cell for personal use. There is also evidence that some of 
the monks made use of small, personal copies of the Bible (or parts of the 
Bible). Serapion is said to have possessed ‘‘a Psalter [Tò WadtHptov]’’ and 
a copy of Paul's epistles, these probably being just the kind of small, port- 
able codices whose widespread existence we have already noted.'? There 
were also some larger and more expensive codices in the desert. These were 
apparently highly coveted in the desert, since we hear that they were fre- 
quently stolen.'? One can see, then, that there were at least some books for 
liturgical as well as personal use to be found in the desert. While it remains 
difficult to be precise about how widely available books were, the frequent 
mention of literary activities among the monks, such as writing and reading, 
provides further evidence that the use of books was not uncommon. 

The mention of writing, especially copying, implies that there was some 
demand for copies of the Bible. We hear for instance of Abba Mark, who 
sat for long hours in his cell writing in a book, copying from another text. 
Although we are not told what he copied, a likely focus of his efforts would 
have been Scripture.*° In another instance we are told of a scribe at Scetis 
who worked in his cell copying books for the brothers. He is portrayed as 
being very skilled and well known for his ability as a scribe, implying that 
the demand for written copies of the sacred texts was not unusual.?! The 
importance of books in the desert is also indicated by the frequent mention 
of reading. Although for many of the monks the primary source of the Word 
was what they heard at the weekly synaxis, there is evidence that a good 
number also practiced reading in their cells, which implies that at least some 
of them had books there. The practice of reading was important enough to 
Sisoes, that, when asked for a word, he could simply refer to his own prac- 
tice of reading Scripture: **What shall I say to you? I read the New Testa- 
ment, and I turn to the Old." ? Similarly, we hear that Abba John Colobos 
regularly gave himself over to ‘‘prayers, readings, and meditations of the 
Holy Scriptures.” 77 

The reading of Scripture was felt by the monks to have numerous practi- 
cal spiritual benefits. Implicit in this belief was a sense of the power of the 
sacred text to keep evil at bay. Thus, reading was believed to ‘‘terrify the 
demons.’’?* For Epiphanius, ‘‘reading the Scriptures is a great safeguard 
against sin.’’*> In a more positive vein, reading Scripture was felt to provide 
important nourishment for the soul.?Ó Because of this, one brother confi- 
dently asserted that happiness comes to the soul ‘‘by means of assiduous 
reading of the Scriptures.’’*” Such reading of Scripture was not a guarantee 
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against disturbance, however, but could sometimes even attract trouble. In 
one story, we hear of an old man who, according to his custom, was sitting 
in his cell reading from Scripture. In the midst of his reading, he was sud- 
denly interrupted by a demon who wanted to engage him in a contest to 
prove that his knowledge of Scripture was greater than the monk's!?* The 
power of Scripture implied in these stories was evident in other, more mun- 
dane ways as well. Reading Scripture aloud, for example, could enable one 
to persuade or comfort another person. Serapion found it useful in his at- 
tempt to win over a prostitute to read to her from a Psalter and from ‘‘the 
Apostle” (Paul).?? Reading aloud could also be useful for providing comfort 
to those who were too ill to read for themselves or meditate, or attend the 
synaxis. Thus, we hear that while Agathon and another brother were lying 
ill in their cell, a brother read to them from the book of Genesis.?? In a 
variety of ways, reading played an important role in giving the monks 
knowledge of the Scripture. It helped them to avoid certain temptations, 
served as a source of personal encouragement, and played a role in their 
interpersonal relationships. 

Beyond these practical benefits of reading, there was a real sense for 
many of the monks that the Bible was to be revered as a sacred object. The 
Bible clearly had a powerful talismanic effect on the imagination of the early 
desert dwellers beyond any consideration of the meaning of its words.?! 
Abba Epiphanius expressed this well, indicating his belief that merely seeing 
sacred books can help bring one to salvation: ‘‘The acquisition of Christian 
books is necessary for those who can use them. For the mere sight of these 
books renders us less inclined to sin, and incites us to believe more firmly 
in righteousness.’’ >? A further indication of the symbolic power of the writ- 
ten word in the desert imagination is found in a story told about Abba Ephrem, 
depicting the presentation to him of a sacred scroll. A brother had a vision 
in which a band of angels was seen coming from heaven, holding in their 
hands a small piece of papyrus scroll (ke@adtda), covered with writing. 
After some discussion among themselves about whom they should give it 
to, it was agreed that no one but Ephrem was worthy to receive it. Ephrem 
was given the scroll and immediately afterwards, the brother saw a fountain 
flowing from Ephrem's lips, a confirmation that the words coming from his 
mouth were from the Holy Spirit.?? The story, the main point of which is to 
comment upon the inspired language of Ephrem, nevertheless reveals indi- 
rectly the symbolic significance of the written text for the monks. It is the 
presence of this sacred text, after all, and its solemn presentation to Ephrem, 
which confirms the inspired character of Ephrem's words. 

Perhaps the best illustration of the holiness attributed to the Bible by the 
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desert fathers is found in a story which appears, on the surface, to denigrate 
Scripture. An elder, wishing to test the obedience of one of his disciples, 
ordered him to seize a valuable Bible used in the liturgical assembly and 
pitch it into the flaming furnace. The disciple did so without hesitation, and 
immediately the fire was extinguished.” The story at first glance appears to 
condone a careless or deprecatory attitude toward the Bible. However, as 
Fernandez Marcos notes, the pedagogical point of the story—to show that 
obedience is the *'ladder to the kingdom of heaven’’—only becomes clear 
if one recognizes how precious and dear the Bible was to the brother who 
was ordered to throw it into the furnace. We can see this better by compar- 
ing this story with a similar one found elsewhere in the Sayings, in which 
the disciple in question was suffering from depression. When the elder asked 
him why he was depressed, the brother told him that he missed his three 
children whom he had left behind in the city, and wanted to bring them to 
the monastery. The abba ordered him to do so. Upon reaching the city, the 
brother discovered that his two oldest children were dead, so he took his 
youngest with him and returned to the monastery. They went to the bakery 
to see the abba, who took the child in his arms and covered him with kisses. 
Then he asked the child's father: ‘Do you love him?’’ The father said that 
he did. **Do you love him very much?’’ the abba asked him. He answered, 
** Yes." Then the abba, wishing to test the faith of the disciple, ordered him 
to throw his child into the flames. Without a moment's hesitation, the father 
did so. Again, as in the first story, the fire was immediately quenched, 
becoming *'like dew, full of freshness,’’ and no harm came to the child. In 
an indication of the parallel with the story of Abraham and Isaac, we are 
told that **through this act he received glory like the patriarch Abraham." ?? 
The comparison of the two stories reveals the true significance of the com- 
mand to cast the Bible into the furnace. The reverence accorded to Scripture 
made that command one of the severest tests of obedience imaginable, and 
its fulfillment a dramatic statement about the importance of obedience. The 
story gains even more poignancy when it is remembered that in the fourth 
century it was considered a grave sin in the Christian community to destroy 
or even mutilate a copy of the Bible. In an era not far removed from the 
ravages of persecution, the monks would not likely have forgotten that the 
reverence shown toward the sacred texts by both Christians and Jews had 
led to the regular requisition and destruction of books by authorities at times 
of persecution.* Like the stories in the Acts of the Martyrs, in which sacred 
books are seen to miraculously extinguish the fire into which they are thrown, 
this story affirms the strength, power, and sacredness of the Bible as written 
word in the experience and imagination of the desert fathers. 
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Critique of the Bible as ''Sacred Object 


While there can be no doubt that the written word occupied a significant 
place in the life of the desert monks, there is evidence that many of the 
desert fathers believed that too much reliance on books, even the most sa- 
cred, could lead to trouble. The Sayings is filled with stories which reveal 
the recurring problem of the tendency to make the written text an end in 
itself. The desert fathers were acutely aware of a problem that plagues any 
community which places so much emphasis on a sacred text: ‘‘The fixing of 
the holy word in writing always carries with it potential threats to the orig- 
inal spontaneity and living quality of the scriptural text, for it places it ever 
in danger of becoming only a ‘dead letter’ rather than the ‘living word.’ ''?? 
The monks were astute and perceptive observers of the manifold ways the 
Word could be relegated to a thing. Because they sensed that allowing these 
tendencies to spread would mean the death of the Word, they were vigorous 
in their opposition to such attitudes. 

The elders could be blunt in their response to those who seemed to place 
too much faith in their knowledge or mastery of the written word while 
neglecting to carry out what that word enjoined. In one case, a brother 
proudly told an old man at Scetis that he had copied with his own hand the 
whole of the Old and New Testaments. Unimpressed, the old man re- 
sponded drily, ‘‘You have filled the cupboards with paper.’’** Other say- 
ings, especially those dealing with the propriety of owning books, seem to 
arise form a similar concern—that too much emphasis on the written word 
would lead to a failure to pay sufficient attention to what the text actually 
said. For some of those living in the desert, the question of whether or not 
to possess books—including the Bible itself—was a serious moral issue. 
With a biting irony characteristic of the desert, some elders declared that the 
possession of a copy of the sacred texts was in direct conflict with the words 
of Scripture itself, which required one to renounce everything for the sake 
of the kingdom. Thus we hear of a brother who ‘‘owned only a book of the 
Gospels.’’ Inspired by the gospel call, he sold it and gave away the money 
for the support of the poor saying, ‘‘I have sold the very word which speaks 
to me saying: ‘Sell your possessions and give to the poor’ (Mt. 19:21).’’ ?? 
Theodore of Pherme, who as we have seen possessed some ‘‘excellent books,”’ 
was troubled enough about owning them to approach Abba Macarius for 
advice on the matter. He told Macarius that although he and his brothers 
derived great profit from the books, he was uncertain whether he should 
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keep them or sell them and give the money to the poor. Macarius answered 
him with startling directness: ‘“Your actions are good,” he said, ‘‘but it is 
best of all to possess nothing." Hearing this, Theodore went immediately 
and sold the books, giving the money away to the poor.“ 

Possessing books was seen as problematic not only because it could dis- 
tract one from adhering to the gospel call to renunciation, but also because 
it could blind one to the demands of charity and justice. Some of the desert 
fathers felt that the accumulation of books was tantamount to robbing the 
poor. Abba Serapion expressed this sentiment when, during a visit to the 
cell of a particular brother, he was asked by the brother for ‘‘a word.” 
Looking around the cell gave Serapion pause, and he hesitated in responding 
to the brother. ** “What shall I say to you? You have taken the living of the 
widows and orphans and put it on your shelves.’ For he saw them full of 
books.’’*! Serapion is certainly not implying in these comments that pos- 
sessing books is in itself immoral, for he himself made good use of books 
on occasion. What he appears to be criticizing is rather the desire among 
some monks merely to collect and accumulate books, allowing them to be- 
come useless objects. As he perceptively noted, such practice could lead the 
monks to turn the Word from a command to be fulfilled to a thing to be 
stored. Monks who allowed such an attitude to take hold in them would, he 
felt, become increasingly oblivious to the vulnerable and needy in their midst. 
We catch hints in the Sayings that just such a hardening of attitudes, and 
“‘objectification’’ of the Word, did take place among some monks, at least 
from the perspective of later generations. A group of monks who were re- 
flecting on the earliest period in the desert lamented the great loss that re- 
sulted from failure to treat the Word as a living thing. The process of reifi- 
cation of the Word is described this way: ‘‘The prophets wrote books. Then 
came our Fathers who put them into practice. Those who came after them 
learnt them by heart. Then came the present generation, who have written 
them out and put them into their window seats without using them.” *? 

We see here the ambiguity and tension over the place and function of 
books among those who came to live in the desert. Although the sacred 
book was highly esteemed and was a central part of the life of the desert, 
the recognition that the Word could too easily become a reified object of 
veneration or a ‘‘collector’s item," whose power was scarcely felt, and whose 
meaning was too little grasped, led to a profound suspicion of books. This 
suspicion reflects a recognition on the part of the desert fathers that the 
Word is a living, dynamic force. It also reflects their desire to grapple with 
the meaning of Scripture and to appropriate that meaning as far as possible 
in their lives. 
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Reciting Synaxis 


While it is clear that Scripture as a written word served as an important 
formative influence upon many of the desert fathers, it is likely that for the 
majority of them this was not the primary means of access to the sacred 
texts. Rather, the monks most often encountered and appropriated the Word 
through hearing the Scriptures at the weekly synaxis and from the lips of 
the elders. Beyond this, the monks were encouraged to prolong the encoun- 
ter with the Word beyond the time of the synaxis through memorization, 
continual recitation, meditation, and rumination, appropriating the Word at 
the deepest level of their being. 

The structure of public and private recitation of Scripture in the desert 
cannot be reconstructed with complete certainty.* We know that there were 
weekly public gatherings at which Scripture was recited and to which all the 
monks in the vicinity were invited. Further, it was common to meditate and 
recite Scripture in private or in small groups during the week. However, 
there were enough significant variations in these practices that it would be 
inaccurate to speak of a single commonly accepted routine followed by the 
semieremetical monks of Lower Egypt. Nevertheless, we can identify the 
more common practices and assess their significance. 

Synaxis, which means a gathering together, is the most common word 
used in the Sayings to describe both the public and private occasions when 
Scripture was recited. Though we have little detailed description of the pub- 
lic synaxis in the Sayings, the routine manner in which it is described con- 
firms the impression gained elsewhere that it was a common and widely 
accepted ritual in the desert. Abba Paul the Simple, a disciple of Antony, 
tells of coming to a monastery (presumably from his cell) where, ‘‘after the 
customary conference, the brothers entered the holy church of God to per- 
form the synaxis there, as was their custom.” ^ Elsewhere, Abba Marcellin 
is described as going out every week on Sunday for the synaxis.* It is here 
that the monks heard and recited the Scriptures on a regular basis, after- 
wards departing to their more solitary life in the cells, taking the words they 
had heard away with them.* 

One of the means of prolonging the encounter with the Word which oc- 
curred at the weekly public synaxis was through the daily synaxis, or reci- 
tation of Scripture, in the cells of the monks.* This was performed either 
in solitude or in a small group of monks and was usually, though not al- 
ways, observed at two main times of the day, in the early evening and 
during the night. The monastic day normally began at or soon after midnight 
with a recitation of Scripture privately observed in the cells, a practice which 
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may owe something to Antony’s injunction to ‘‘sing psalms before sleep 
and after sleep, and take to heart the precepts in the Scriptures.” 48 Gelasius 
speaks routinely of the ‘‘hour of the night psalmody [vvkrepur js aus], 
when the brothers gathered.’’*? A saying of Macarius notes two brothers 
who arose in the night to ‘‘recite the twelve Psalms [BéAwpev rove Swdexa 
VaXobs].'' There was apparently an accepted order to this process, for the 
younger of the two began by ‘‘chanting five psalms in groups of six verses 
and an alleluia.’’°° Regarding the evening synaxis, Palladius tells us that it 
was ''at about the ninth hour," or about three o'clock, that the psalmody 
could be heard proceeding from each cell at the Mount of Nitria.?! At the 
first meeting of Paul the Simple and Antony, the two are said to have recited 
psalms together both in the evening and during the night, a practice which 
appears already to be customary.?? Elsewhere, Arsenius refers routinely to 
his practice of reciting ‘‘the twelve psalms’’ at morning and in the eve- 
ning.” Apart from these night and early evening recitations of Scripture, 
which were for the most part observed by small groups of monks reciting 
together, there were also other, less clearly defined practices. 

There appears to have been considerable flexibility concerning the time 
and manner in which the recitation of Scripture took place. We hear in 
various places that the reciting of the psalms began simply ‘‘when it was 
late [ws éyévero ó&],"' that is, in the early evening, an indication that there 
was no fixed hour for the observance of the evening synaxis.?^ And there 
are cases where the reciting of psalms at night could sometimes extend until 
dawn.?? Nor were the two customary times for reciting Scripture the only 
occasions in which monks engaged in this practice. We hear Paphnutius tell 
a brother who is tempted to leave the life of solitude for the monastery to 
practice prayer three times a day: ‘‘Go and stay in your cell; make only one 
prayer in the morning, one in the evening and one at night.'' $ Some monks 
apparently had their own individual practices, apart from the customary ones. 
Abba Lot speaks of reciting ''my little synaxis [puxpáv pov obvaétv],”’ 
which appears to be a practice he engaged in alone, and may or may not be 
related to the two offices mentioned.?" Isidore the Priest recalls that when 
he was younger, he remained in his cell and '*had no limit to synaxis [wétpov 
avvá£eos ovK eiyov]. The night was for me as much the time of synaxis 
as the day.''?? We see in these stories indications that while there were 
certain customary ways and times of reciting the Scriptures in the desert, 
these were not observed rigidly or universally. The point of reciting the 
Scriptures was to become absorbed in the world of the texts, and desert 
fathers worked at this assiduously. 

The variations in the practice of Scripture recitation which we find in the 
Sayings reveal not only the slight differences in the practices between dif- 
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ferent monks or between different groups of monks but also the significant 
tensions regarding the purpose and meaning of reciting Scripture that some- 
times surfaced. Thus, we hear of rivalries between cenobites and anchorites 
about how long the synaxis should be, questions about the exact procedure 
to observe when saying the synaxis, as well as more mundane concerns 
about oversleeping and missing the synaxis altogether. All of these issues 
reflect, in one way or another, the desire on the part of the monks to move 
beyond the surface meaning of Scripture recitation to a more profound un- 
derstanding of the practice. 

The first step in this direction often involved abandoning certain precon- 
ceived notions regarding the purpose of synaxis and how it was to be ob- 
served. For some the desire to observe the synaxis in the precise and correct 
way actually prevented them from experiencing the Word as a living force 
within them. One such instance is described in a story of an abba from a 
monastery in Palestine who came to visit Abba Epiphanius. The visitor thanked 
Epiphanius for all his prayers and said that because of them, he and his 
disciples never neglected their appointed round of psalmody but were always 
‘‘very careful to recite terce, sext and none.’’ But Epiphanius was puzzled 
by this comment, and, with barely concealed irony in his voice, responded 
to the visitor: ‘‘It is clear that you do not trouble about the other hours of 
the day, if you cease from prayer. The true monk should have unceasing 
prayer and psalmody in his heart.’’*? For Epiphanius, too much emphasis 
on precise observance of the ritual of synaxis could actually preclude open- 
ness to continua] prayer. The recitation of the text was best understood not 
as a perfunctory duty to be carried out only at discrete times but as an 
ongoing process leading toward the continual recitation of the text in one's 
heart. Expectations regarding the need for correct observance of the synaxis 
could also produce—especially when expectations were not met—a sense of 
shame and discouragement and a belief that it was better not to engage in 
the recitation of the texts at all. A brother told one of the elders that on 
occasions when he was overcome by sleep and missed the time of the night 
synaxis, he felt too ashamed to get up and say the synaxis in front of his 
brothers after the usual time. The elder sought to ease the brother's sense of 
shame and provide him with a practical solution to his dilemma, telling him 
that if he did happen to oversleep, he should simply get up, shut his door 
and his window, and say the synaxis alone. And to give the brother added 
confidence that such practice was acceptable before God, he alluded to 
Scripture: ‘‘The day is yours and the night is yours also (Ps 74:16). In truth, 
God is glorified at all times. [1 Pt 4:11].'' Such episodes convey the sense 
that for the desert fathers scruples about correct observance of synaxis should 
never be allowed to obscure the realization that Scripture could be recited at 
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any time. Such an awareness would, it was hoped, lead to the continual 
presence of the Word in the heart of the monk. 

Tensions over the proper way to observe the synaxis also occasionally 
surfaced between monks living different ways of life. Cenobites and an- 
chorites sometimes clashed over the issue of how long and rigorous the 
synaxis should be, and how much Scripture should be recited there. These 
stories reveal an awareness on the part of the desert fathers of the dangers 
of rigorism and the realization that giving in to an extremist mentality could 
cause them to lose sight of the whole purpose of Scripture recitation. One 
story, told from the perspective of the anchorites, tells of some brothers 
from a cenobitic community who went to the desert to visit a certain an- 
chorite. When evening came, the anchorite and his visitors joined together 
and ‘‘recited the twelve psalms, and likewise during the night.” After they 
had finished, the anchorite, unbeknownst to the brothers, continued privately 
to ‘‘keep vigil’? long into the night. While he was keeping vigil, the an- 
chorite overheard the brothers talking amongst themselves, remarking on 
how short and easy the anchorite’s synaxis was and on how much softer the 
anchorite’s way of life was then their own life in the monastery. The an- 
chorite did not let his visitors know he had overheard them and did not say 
anything to them at that point. But the next morning, as his visitors were 
preparing to depart, he decided to enlist the aid of a friend to help dispel 
their illusions about the anchoritic life and to teach them some humility. He 
knew they were planning to visit another anchorite near by and asked them 
to greet him with the words: **Do not water the vegetables." When the other 
anchorite heard this greeting, he understood immediately. He put his visitors 
to work and kept them hard at work until evening at which time he began 
to recite the ‘‘great synaxis [weyad nv acva£w]."' After reciting for a while 
he paused and said to his visitors, ‘‘Let us stop now, for you are tired.” He 
then told them, *'It is not our custom to eat every day, but for your sakes 
let us eat a little." He brought them dry bread and salt, saying, ''For your 
sake we must celebrate" ; and he poured a little vinegar on the salt. When 
they had finished eating, they continued reciting the synaxis until dawn. At 
that point, the old man said to them, ‘‘We cannot fulfil the whole rule [OAov 
TOv Kavova] on your account; you must take a little rest, for you come 
from far. When morning came, the brothers were completely worn out and 
desperately began seeking some pretext for escaping the place. But the an- 
chorite begged them to stay longer, at least three days, as this was ‘‘the 
traditional custom of the desert.’’ The brothers, realizing then that the old 
man would not send them away with his blessing, yet certain they could 
endure no more, ‘‘arose and fled secretly." ! This story, which conveys a 
barely disguised polemic on the part of the anchorites against the cenobitic 
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way of life, contains some interesting details about the practice of the syn- 
axis and the mentality that sometimes accompanied it. We see that the syn- 
axis, especially the ‘‘great synaxis’’ referred to here, could extend far into 
the night and tax the endurance of those who were not used to it. Though 
the story contains a barb against those following the cenobitic way of life 
and their relatively undemanding practice, it does reveal what was probably 
a significant discrepancy in the desert between the practice of some anchor- 
ites and that of the cenobitic communities. Whether it was a formal rule or 
not, the ‘“‘canon’’ referred to by the anchorites appears to have included 
customs that may well have gone beyond the usual practices we have seen 
referred to elsewhere. However, the main point of the story is not to dem- 
onstrate the superiority of the anchoritic ascesis. Rather, it is meant to serve 
as a humorous reminder of the dangers and folly of giving into a rigorist 
mentality. The anchorites are shown as playing along with their visitors, 
who attempt to flaunt the strictness of their own ascetical regime, until they 
are eventually startled into the recognition of their superficial attitude toward 
ascetical practice. The picture of these proud monks withering before the 
everyday regime of the anchorite would have sent a clear message to others 
with misplaced aspirations toward heroic asceticism: the purpose of reciting 
synaxis (and of other ascetical practices) was not to scale ever greater heights 
but to ponder the words in simplicity and humility. 

The capacity to recite synaxis with humility was considered especially 
important for preventing a superficially rigorous attitude toward Scripture 
from taking hold in the monastic life. It was not uncommon, as the previous 
stories testify, for monks to try to shield from their visitors’ eyes the true 
extent of their ascetical practice. Stories of monks keeping their recitation 
of Scripture **hidden'' point to the value they placed on humility. One story 
tells of Abba Eulogius, a *'great ascetic," who was reputed to fast for days 
on end, coming to visit Abba Joseph at Panephysis. Joseph received him 
joyfully and offered him everything he had on hand to refresh him. Eulo- 
gius’s disciples, however, coldly reminded Joseph of the strict regime ob- 
served by their master: “‘The priest eats only bread and salt.’’ The visitors 
proceeded to spend three days with Joseph and his disciples, but ‘‘without 
hearing them chanting psalms or praying, for their activity was hidden." 
Eventually, being neither edified nor impressed by the way of life of Joseph 
and his disciples, the visitors decided to leave. Soon after they had departed 
it became dark and they lost their way, forcing them to make their way back 
to Abba Joseph’s place. Upon arriving, they paused for a moment outside 
the cell of Joseph and his disciple, where ‘‘they heard them chanting psalms 
[nkovcav avrov waddOovTwr).’’ After finishing their ‘‘psalmody 
[warp@dias],’’ Joseph and his disciples greeted the visitors with joy and 
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again showed them every hospitality. The visitors, realizing that they had 
been mistaken about the brothers’ practice of synaxis, soon saw that they 
had misjudged nearly every aspect of Abba Joseph’s way of life. Their con- 
cern with ascetic exactitude and rigor had been so pervasive that they failed 
to perceive the depth of humility, compassion, and discernment in Joseph 
and his disciples. This story, as well as others like it, makes it clear that the 
recitation of the Scriptures should be approached with great care, a prayerful 
disposition, and, above all, humility.$? The care toward recitation of synaxis 
reflected in such stories indicates how seriously the monks took the practice 
of recitation. They were convinced that there was an inherent power in 
Scripture and that verbal recitation could make that power available to them 
in their quest for salvation. 


Meditation and Rumination of Scripture 


The Sayings speaks often of the benefits of ruminating and meditating upon 
Scripture. These practices are described in the same general terms as the 
recitation of Scripture at the public or private synaxis and should not be too 
sharply distinguished from it. Such an approach to Scripture involved saying 
the words of a particular text, mulling them over in the mind, chewing on 
and slowly digesting the words. And it was a predominantly oral phenome- 
non. However, unlike the synaxis, meditation did not usually involve chant- 
ing. Also, whereas the synaxis usually involved recitation of Scripture in 
common on a regular basis, meditation generally referred to the more soli- 
tary and less regular practice of mulling over one or two verses of Scripture 
or a memorable saying of an elder in one’s cell. The discussion of medita- 
tion in the Sayings suggests that it was a common, widespread practice in 
early monasticism and considered an indispensable part of the life of the 
monk. It is in relation to this practice that the monks expressed some of 
their most insightful comments regarding the practical, psychological bene- 
fits of Scripture recitation. We find here dramatic evidence of the power 
these texts had for the monks: for aiding them in their battle with the de- 
mons; for healing and encouragement; for helping them to draw disparate 
thoughts and energies into a contemplative union. 

Numerous sayings testify to the central place of meditation in the life of 
the desert monks. Often meditation is included in a basic list of the practices 
which are believed to be fundamental to monastic ascesis. ‘“The life of the 
monk is obedience, meditation, not judging, not slandering, not complain- 
ing." $* Meditation is described as one of the foundations of the monastic 
life. When a brother asks one of the elders how to rebuild one’s life after 
having succumbed to temptation, the elder reminds him that to rebuild a 
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collapsed structure, one must begin from the ground up: ‘‘Meditation [Thv 
pekérqv], psalmody, and manual work—these are the foundations.” Abba 
Poemen includes meditation among the activities which are indispensable 
for life in solitude: ‘‘Living in the cell means manual work, eating only 
once a day, silence, meditation.’’® Abba lot describes his ascetic routine to 
Abba Joseph this way: “I say my little office, I fast a little, I pray and 
meditate, I live in peace as far as I can, I purify my thoughts. '' © 

Meditation was not, as the word has come to imply today, an interior 
reflection on the meaning of certain words. It was first and foremost the 
utterance, or exclamation of words, which were gradually digested and inte- 
riorized. Meditation on Scripture was an oral phenomenon. We see this from 
the account of witnesses, who are said to both hear and see monks meditat- 
ing on Scripture. In one story, Abba Ammoes relates that he went with a 
companion to see Abba Achilles: ‘*We heard him meditating on this saying 
[nKotoapev avrov uekerovros TOV Xóyov rovrov]. ‘Do not fear, Jacob, 
to go down into Egypt' (Gen 46:3). For a long time, he remained, meditat- 
ing on this word.''$' Elsewhere, a monk relates having ‘‘seen a brother 
meditating in his cell [etóov àóeXA$óv pereT@vTa Ev TH KEAN avrov], 
presumably meaning he had seen him moving his lips as he recited the 
words.9* 

Such private, oral recitation of Scripture was viewed as one of the most 
effective means of protecting the monk against the snares of the evil one. 
The desert fathers had a keen sense of the multitude of traps that lay before 
them in the desert and of the power inherent in certain words to save them 
from these snares. Because of this they made use of short exclamations or 
bursts of prayer, using either words of Scripture or words modeled upon 
Scripture, to protect themselves from the most violent assaults which beset 
them. An elder imparted these words of advice to those struggling with the 
“‘impious’’: **Practice silence, care for nothing, pay attention to your med- 
itation, lie down and get up in the fear of God, and you will not need to 
fear the assaults of the impious.'' 9$ Macarius told one of his disciples that 
the best way to pray in the midst of any struggle was simply to cry out, 
“Lord, help.’’’° In another instance, a monk was said to have been kept 
from being dragged from his cell by a demon by crying out, ‘‘Jesus save 
me.’’’! Reflecting the extent to which the power of the New Covenant was 
perceived by the monks to have overcome the kingdom of Satan, we hear 
that the mere mention of the word ‘‘New’’ (in ‘‘New Testament") was 
enough to cause the demon to vanish."? Another story relates how a brother 
was meditating in his cell with the demons standing outside it. ‘‘While the 
brother was meditating, they were not able to enter, but when he stopped 
meditating, then the demons entered the cell and strove with him." ? To 
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gain such protection, it was not even necessary, claimed one elder, for the 
monk to understand the words upon which he was meditating. A brother 
who battled with impure thoughts was told: '*Watch your thoughts, and 
every time they begin to say something to you, do not answer them, but rise 
and pray; kneel down, saying, ‘Son of God, have mercy on me.’ ” But the 
brother protested, saying: **Look, abba, I meditate but there is no compunc- 
tion in my heart because I do not understand the meaning of the words.”? 
The abba responded: ''Be content to meditate. Indeed, I have heard that 
Abba Poemen and many other fathers uttered the following saying, ‘The 
magician does not understand the meaning of the words which he pro- 
nounces, but the wild animal who hears it understands, submits and bows 
to it.” So it is with us also: even if we do not understand the meaning of the 
words we are saying, when the demons hear them, they take fright and go 
away.” 74 

These stories convey a common conviction in the desert regarding the 
talismanic power of particular words from Scripture. While it is tempting to 
dismiss such attitudes as reflective of primitive credulity, we should be wary 
of doing so. It reflects a sense of language almost completely foreign to 
literate cultures but common to oral ones. As Walter Ong observes, ‘‘The 
fact that oral peoples commonly and in all likelihood universally consider 
words to have magical potency is clearly tied in, at least unconsciously, with 
the sense of the word as necessarily spoken, sounded, and hence power- 
driven.’’’° This was certainly true of attitudes in the desert toward spoken 
words in general. It was especially true of the monks’ attitudes toward words 
from Scripture. 

The capacity of meditation upon Scripture to protect the monks from de- 
monic assaults was not simply a matter of the ‘‘brute power’’ of the words. 
Meditation was an act which could have real psychological significance. It 
is important to note in this regard that the ‘‘battles with the demons"' reflect 
the immense psychological challenges the monks experienced in their life in 
the desert." The power of meditation to help the monk work through this 
interior struggle is related in a story told by Macarius about a brother who 
was beset by temptations. One day as he was watching the road by his cell, 
he met a demon who was ‘‘going to stir up the memories of the brothers 
[amépyouwat bmojvrjaow rovs àóeXdobs]." Upon his return the demon 
gloomily reported to Macarius that he had all but failed in his task. Only 
one of the brothers had succumbed to him. ‘‘When he sees me, he changes 
like the wind," the demon said. Upon hearing this, Macarius journeyed 
down to visit the brother to inquire about his welfare. The brother reported 
that all was well with him, but Macarius pressed him, asking ‘‘Do not your 
thoughts war against you?’’ The brother again replied that he was fine, be- 
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cause he was afraid to admit anything of his struggles. Macarius sensed this 
and changed his approach, telling the brother of his own troubles, of how 
even after so many years of living as an ascetic, he was still beset by temp- 
tations. Slowly the brother opened up to Macarius and began to admit the 
immensity of the struggles he faced. This enabled Macarius to offer him 
some advice: ‘‘Meditate [àzooríj0i£e] on the Gospel and the other Scrip- 
tures, and if a thought arises within you, never look at it but always look 
upwards, and the Lord will come at once to your help.’’ The brother fol- 
lowed the advice and eventually became liberated from the assaults of this 
demon.” This story provides us with a good sense for the kind of psycho- 
logical relief which meditation on Scripture could bring to those who felt 
themselves beset by the demons. Here, as so often in the Sayings, the strug- 
gle with the demon symbolizes a profound psychological challenge. 

From the beginning we see that the form that the assault takes is the 
“stirring up of memories." Although we are not told of what these con- 
sisted, there is ample evidence elsewhere in the Sayings for the kind of 
memories which plagued the monks. These were not simply recollections of 
their ‘‘former life in the world," although many were afflicted by questions 
about family and loved ones left behind. There were also memories of a 
lifetime of struggle—often laced with failure—to live in a certain way, and 
memories of remorse for words or actions which may have wounded another 
person. The story told by Macarius suggests the ways discouragement and 
despondency could affect the life of a monk plagued by such memories and 
thoughts. The advice Macarius offers to one caught in the web of such 
thoughts shows both wisdom and a genuinely Christian sense of hope. Med- 
itation on Scripture—literally reciting it by heart—not only occupies the 
memory of the monk but creates a new, potentially healing reservoir of 
thoughts. Even so, old thoughts and memories will continue to arise from 
within, like putrid gases from a garbage heap. In such cases, the brother 
should avoid a ‘‘head on’’ confrontation with these thoughts. They are too 
strong. Instead, when these thoughts arise, the brother should ‘‘look up- 
wards” to the Lord. Help will come at once. Such advice takes seriously 
the reality of the struggle with thoughts, and without advocating their repres- 
sion, provides the monk with a practical strategy for avoiding their fiercest 
blows. More than this, there is a deeply Christian sense of hope which 
permeates these words. Meditation itself would not enable the monk to over- 
come the demons; only the attitude of abandonment to God cultivated through 
meditation could bring peace. 

The struggle with the demons could lead beyond psychological depression 
and confusion, even resulting in physical illness. In such cases, the recita- 
tion of Scripture was experienced as a healing balm for the whole person. 
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However, as we have already seen, such healing was the result not only of 
the power of Scripture but also of the determination of the person to perse- 
vere in reciting Scripture even in the face of despair. Amma Theodora re- 
lates that while it was a good thing indeed for someone to choose the life of 
hesychia, or silent recollection, it was almost inevitable that immediately 
after making such a choice, ‘‘evil [would come] to weigh down the soul 
through accidie, faintheartedness and evil thoughts.’’ Moreover, it would 
also attack the body through sickness, debility, weakening of the knees and 
all the members, so sapping the strength of the soul and body that one was 
no longer able to pray. In spite of this, Theodora asserted that the power of 
evil had limits and could be driven out through vigilant recitation of Scrip- 
ture. She tells the story of a brother who suffered from cold, fever, and 
headaches every time he recited the synaxis. Depressed from this condition, 
and fearing that he was near death, the brother determined nevertheless to 
get up and recite the synaxis one last time before he died. But, ‘‘as the 
synaxis came to an end, so too the fever ceased from troubling him. . . . 
By reasoning in this way, the brother resisted, he recited the synaxis, and 
he conquered his thought[s].'' 78 The recitation of Scripture —in particular 
the decision to recite in spite of the temptation to despair—is seen here as 
contributing to the health and well-being of one beset by trouble. The story 
suggests that, in spite of how difficult the struggles in solitude could be and 
how the psychological depression experienced in such struggles could even 
lead to physical illness, reciting Scripture with determination and hope could 
help restore one to health. Although we are not told which texts were recited 
or how the healing was effected, it is clear that on one level the simple 
decision to recite the texts in the face of death constituted an act of faith 
and hope. One can imagine any number of texts which, recited in faith, 
might initiate a process of psychological and physical healing. The struggle 
against sickness and depression depicted here was no doubt a common one 
in the solitude of the desert. Recitation of Scripture was one of the chief 
means of dealing with it. Amma Syncletica elsewhere affirms this, claiming 
that in the fight against accidie, that kind of grief or deep sadness so com- 
mon to the desert, the psalms are one of the main sources of healing.?? 
Even in less extreme circumstances, if one's thoughts had simply become 
scattered during the course of the day, the recitation of Scripture was advo- 
cated as a means of restoring one to a certain equilibrium. Abba John Co- 
lobos apparently noticed how working everyday in the harvest had the effect 
of dissipating his attention, making him vulnerable to all kinds of thoughts. 
Because of this, whenever he returned from the harvest, he would give him- 
self to ‘‘prayer, meditation and psalmody until his thoughts were reestab- 
lished in their previous order.” This saying suggests that one of the main 
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purposes of meditation was the cultivation of simplicity, or unity within the 
mind and heart. Such attentiveness helped the monk avoid the kind of spir- 
itual torpor which so often resulted when one became overwhelmed by a 
multitude of thoughts. The ability to remain attentive in this way, to remem- 
ber the sayings of Scripture and not give way to forgetfulness was crucial 
to the health and well-being of the monk. One saying tells of a brother, 
who, while reciting the synaxis with one of the elders, ‘‘forgot and lost track 
of a word of the psalm.’’ When the synaxis was finished, the elder, noticing 
the brother’s lapse, told him of his own attitude during the recitation of 
synaxis. He thinks of himself as being on top of a burning fire: ‘‘My thoughts 
cannot stray right or left." He then asked the brother: ‘‘Where were your 
thoughts, when we were saying the synaxis, that the word of the psalm 
escaped you? Don’t you know that you are standing in the presence of God 
and speaking to God?'' 5! Attentiveness or mindfulness while reciting Scrip- 
ture was crucial in the life of the monk. Carelessness in this regard not only 
led one to forget the words of Scripture, a relatively small problem in itself; 
more important, it made one oblivious to the presence of God mediated 
through the words of Scripture. It was this concern that led one of the elders 
to affirm: ‘‘If God reproaches us for carelessness in our prayers and distrac- 
tions in our psalmody [aiyualwoias Tas ëv rais Pahkpq@édiats], we cannot 
be saved.” 8? 

cSuch concerns are echoed elsewhere in the early monastic literature, es- 
pecially in Cassian’s Conferences. In two different passages, which can be 
read as a kind of commentary on the saying of Abba John Colobos, we find 
further elaboration on the psychological benefits of meditation. In the first, 
Abba Moses compares the heart to a mill wheel, which is constantly turned 
around by a headlong rush of water. While one cannot stop the wheel from 
turning as long as it is driven by the force of the water, one is free to choose 
what kind of grain it will grind. So it is with the mind and thoughts: 


The mind, also through the trials of the present life, is driven about by the 
torrents of temptations pouring in upon it from all sides, and cannot be free 
from the flow of thoughts. But . . . if, as we said, we constantly recur to 
meditation on the Holy Scriptures and raise our memory toward the recollec- 
tion of spiritual things . . . spiritual thoughts are sure to rise from this, and 
cause the mind to dwell on those things on which we have been meditating. 


The emphasis here is on the question of what kind of grain the monk will 
grind in his heart and on the singleness of purpose with which the monk 
must run his mill. By grinding the good grain of Scripture, the monk will 
prevent a harvest of tares from springing up in his heart, and will be less 
easily overcome by worries and cares. By doing so with attentiveness and 
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care, the torrent of thoughts which well up from within may be turned to 
good effect. Elsewhere in the Conferences, Abba Isaac comments on the 
remarkable power that is available to the monk from ceaselessly reciting in 
the heart the verse from the psalms: ‘‘O God, make speed to save me: O 
Lord make haste to help me (Ps 69:2).’’ Although this is only one of many 
verses uttered by the monks for their meditation, it is particularly useful for 
illustrating the power of meditation: 


For it carries within it all the feelings of which human nature is capable. It 
can be adapted to every condition and can usefully be deployed against every 
temptation. It carries within it a cry of help to God in the face of every danger. 
It expresses the humility of a pious confession. It conveys the watchfulness 
born of unending worry and fear. It conveys a sense of our frailty, the assur- 
ance of being heard, the confidence in help that is always and everywhere 
present. . . . This is the voice of ardor and charity. This is the terrified cry 
of someone who sees the snares of the enemy, the cry of someone besieged 
day and night and exclaiming that he cannot escape unless his protector comes 
to the rescue. . . . This verse keeps us from despairing of our salvation since 
it reveals to us the One to whom we call. . . .** 


These comments reflect how capacious Scripture was for the monks—deep 
enough to contain all the fears and longings they could pour into it. Yet 
Isaac goes on to suggest that the aim of such meditation was to move be- 
yond the wealth of thoughts toward simplicity or poverty of intention. He 
says that the mind will go on grasping this single verse of Scripture ‘‘until 
it can cast away the wealth and multiplicity of other thoughts, and restore 
itself to the poverty of a single verse.’’*° Thus the repetition of a Scripture 
was held to unify the mind, helping one to overcome the kind of dissipation 
and distraction which left one open to the diverse attacks of the demons. 
Such stories conveying the power of meditation on Scripture for overcom- 
ing temptation, distraction, and illness no doubt derived from the experience 
of the desert fathers in their own struggles against the demons. As such, 
they had a definite pedagogical value. Others who struggled to avoid the 
depression and accompanying physical symptoms brought on by the demons 
would have been comforted by the testimony presented in these stories and 
would have been strengthened in their own attempts to be faithful to the 
practice of recitation and meditation upon Scripture. It was hoped that monks 
would learn to emulate such figures as Apollo, of whom it was said: ‘‘his 
prayer became his meditation day and night.”’# Nothing less than continu- 
ous meditation on the mysteries of judgment and redemption could create 
the conditions for realizing salvation. For Abba Ammonas, ‘‘the monk ought 
to give himself up at all times to accusing his own soul, saying ‘unhappy 
wretch that I am, how shall I stand before the judgment seat of Christ [2 
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Cor 5:10]? What shall I say in my defense?’ If you meditate on this contin- 
ually, you may be saved.” *? 


Clearly Scripture was valued very highly in the desert, both as written and 
spoken word. It played an important role in the day-to-day life of the desert 
and was cherished for its authority, power, and for its capacity to mediate 
God’s presence and protection. Scripture contributed significantly to the psy- 
chological well-being of the monks who meditated upon it, encouraging those 
who were troubled and creating, amid conflicting thoughts and aspirations, 
a sense of serenity and unity and awareness of God’s presence. Yet there 
was also a genuine ambivalence toward Scripture in the desert, arising from 
a concern that it not be reduced to a mere object of reverence. This ambiv- 
alence reflected the pervading belief among the desert fathers that words 
were living things and that the words of Scripture were meant to be taken 
in, practiced, manifested in one’s life. To understand how the monks ex- 
pressed this belief, we need now to turn our attention to two of the most 
remarkable and intriguing aspects of the desert hermeneutic—the attention 
to the power of language and the sense of the ethical imperatives of inter- 
pretation. 
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Words and Praxis 


Two constantly recurring questions found in the Sayings remind us of the 
inextricable bonds that connected words and praxis for the desert monks. 
The first—''Abba, give me a word''—is more of a plea than a question, but 
nevertheless implies a multitude of questions. The other—'' Abba, what should 
I do?''—Treveals the concrete and practical character of the monks’ concerns 
and complements the first. Together, these two questions provide an entrée 
into a world characterized by an extraordinary sensitivity to words and their 
effects, both those of Scripture and those of the elders. Those who came to 
the elders seeking ‘‘a word’’ did so not because they wanted or needed an 
extended spiritual discourse. They sought instead to have their very partic- 
ular needs and concerns addressed by direct, immediate words of salvation, 
power, truth, assurance, and even tenderness. ‘‘The answers were not in- 
tended to be general, universal prescriptions. Rather, they were originally 
concrete and precise keys to particular doors that had to be entered, at a 
given time, by given individuals. They had a practical and existential qual- 
ity.” ! The elders themselves made it abundantly clear that these words were 
spoken only for the sake of being taken up and integrated into the hearts, 
minds, and actions of those who received them. Therefore, the question of 
how to realize or fulfill the meaning of these words became one of the 
paramount concerns of the desert. The concern for words of salvation and 
how to bring them to realization are the primary elements necessary for 
understanding how the culture of the Word was formed in the desert. 

The desert fathers recognized that in order to appropriate the words of 
Scripture and weave them into the fabric of their lives, they needed to cul- 
tivate and maintain a sensitivity to language. The positive power of language 
was experienced in the capacity of words—both those of Scripture and those 
of the elders—to bring forth life and renewal. However, the monks were 
also acutely aware of the dangerous, wounding power of language. Used 
carelessly, words had the power to cause immense damage and destruction. 
The recognition of this prompted the elders to give careful and prolonged 
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attention to language—examining the way words work, how and when one 
should speak, and above all how to develop integrity of life and words. 
Their concern with words also helps to explain why such importance was 
attached to silence in the desert. Silence not only prevented one from using 
language in a harmful way but also provided the fertile ground out of which 
words of power could grow and through which these words could bear fruit 
in lives of holiness. 

The careful attention given to words in the desert was complemented by 
the importance attributed to praxis. Because the desert fathers held integrity 
of words and life to be so important, the question of how to bring one’s life 
into conformity with Scripture became a burning question. They were con- 
vinced that only through doing what the text enjoined could one hope to 
gain any understanding of its meaning. The prospect of fulfilling Scripture 
in this way raised thorny questions, however. What was the personal, moral 
cost of trying to fulfill the texts? What were the pitfalls one was likely to 
encounter along the way? What were the benefits of trying to conform one’s 
life to Scripture? In wrestling with these questions, the desert fathers sig- 
naled their commitment to eschew speculation in favor of a practical, ethical 
hermeneutic. An exploration of their two central concerns—words and praxis— 
will reveal how the elders developed this hermeneutic and what it meant to 
them to appropriate the meaning of the Scripture into their lives. 


Words in the Desert 


The desert fathers learned from experience that it was important to take care 
with words. Whether in the close proximity of village life, where words 
passed quickly from one to another, or in the solitude and silence of the 
desert, where the sound and effect of words could be greatly magnified, the 
monks showed themselves to be only too aware of the myriad ways in which 
words could be misunderstood and abused, and of the harm to others which 
so often resulted. In this sense, the issue of language reflects the social 
tensions that ran through early desert monasticism. Developing a shrewd, 
discerning understanding of how words work was part of the process of 
resolving those tensions—not only within the monastic community itself but 
also between the monks and those living in the surrounding villages. By 
examining the sources of their attachment to various kinds of verbal abuse, 
to slander, to carelessness with words, the desert fathers sought to heal some 
of the rifts which these habits produced. Yet, there was also an aspect of 
the monks’ concern for language which had a more direct bearing on their 
interpretation of Scripture. The ethical responsibilities associated with speaking 
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and hearing were believed to have a profound effect on one’s capacity to 
interpret the words of Scripture and the words of power uttered by the el- 
ders. In particular, verbal purity and integrity were felt to be indispensable 
for engaging in meaningful interpretation. Even the absence of words it- 
self—silence—was thought to be fruitful for interpretation. Silence was the 
soil in which words of life were cultivated. 


Ambivalence Toward Words 


Those in the desert who had experienced the healing power of the words of 
Scripture or the elders clearly recognized the power of words to accomplish 
good. Yet there was also a profound suspicion regarding words, about their 
capacity to be misused and be transformed into weapons, even in the most 
unlikely of circumstances. By learning to ‘‘test’’ the character of all words, 
the monks learned to distinguish between those which were destructive and 
those which brought life. 

Numerous sayings express the desert fathers’ awareness of the capacity of 
words to turn on them and of the need to take care in speaking. A story 
about Macarius the Great vividly illustrates the power of words to create 
conflict or sooth and heal. It concerned one of his disciples who, upon meet- 
ing a pagan priest traveling on the road, reviled him with a torrent of abu- 
sive words. The priest responded by beating the brother so severely that he 
nearly died. Later on, Macarius met this same priest but greeted him with 
such kind words that the priest was astonished. He was so touched by Ma- 
carius’s greeting that he asked to become his disciple. Some of Macarius’s 
disciples wondered aloud how such a transformation could have occurred 
and what to make of it. Macarius pointed toward the verbal significance of 
the episode, saying: ‘‘One evil word makes even the good evil, while one 
good word makes even the evil good.’’” Poemen also reminded his disciples 
of the ambiguous character of words and of the need to exercise great cau- 
tion in speaking. Citing a text from Scripture, he said, ‘‘If a person remem- 
bered that it is written: “By your words you will be justified and by your 
words you will be condemned’ (Mt 12:37), he would choose to remain si- 
lent.’’? Another elder counseled his disciples to exercise discernment when 
it came to words. They should ‘‘not . . . agree with every word. Be slow 
to believe, quick to speak the truth.’’* Abba Xanthius indicated the ambig- 
uous character of words through a telling comparison of the good thief and 
Judas. The thief on the cross, he says, was ‘‘justified by a single word,” 
while Judas, through his words of treachery, ‘‘lost all his labor in one single 
night.’’> Words could lead to salvation or destruction. Such ambivalence 
about the character of words led in one case to a brother asking one of the 
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monks whether it was worth the risk to speak at all or if one should remain 
silent. The monk answered that he should learn to distinguish between ‘‘use- 
less words’’ and ‘‘good words." He was told that ‘‘if the words are useless 
[oi Aóyoi àpyoi], leave them alone, but if they are good [kadoi], give 
place to the good and speak.’’ However, even discussion about good things 
was seen as potentially problematic. Since this so often led to trouble, it too 
should be moderated: ‘‘Even if [words] are good,’’ he was told, he should 
exercise caution, and ‘‘not prolong speech, but terminate it quickly, and rest 
in tranquility [&vámave]."' $ Refusal to be drawn into ‘‘useless’’ conversa- 
tion could help one to cultivate the deep ‘‘rest’’ or ‘‘refreshment’’ associated 
with a pure heart. 

The sense of the inherent ambiguity of language could sometimes lead to 
a wistful tone in the monks’ reflections as they compared the past times 
when words had the effect of building up the community with the present 
moment when it seemed impossible to speak with integrity. One brother 
recalled the time when those in the desert met together and ‘‘spoke edifying 
things [@@eXeias], encouraging one another. . . .’’ Now, he noted, ‘‘when 
we come together, we drag one another down with slander [karohaAuv]."' ? 
The ability to distinguish between ‘‘good’’ or ''edifying" words and ‘‘use- 
less’’ or ‘‘slanderous’’ words was important, for the latter, when given free 
reign, had the power to drive out the ‘‘good’’ words. A vivid symbolic 
illustration of this is given in a story about a particularly talkative group of 
monks. While they were speaking of edifying things (w@edeias) they were 
surrounded by angels. However, when one of them began to speak of irrel- 
evant things (6utdta), the angels withdrew and some pigs came into their 
midst bringing a bad smell and dirtying everything. As soon as the monks 
returned to speaking about edifying things, the pigs withdrew and the angels 
returned.? 

Such stories indicate that the desert fathers clearly understood the neces- 
sity of being able to ask questions and engage in conversation in order to 
explore meaningful issues. However they also reflect the monks' acute 
awareness of how difficult it was, while engaging in such dialogue, to keep 
from wandering into idle and even slanderous conversation. This very con- 
cern to find a way of using words carefully and responsibly may well have 
given rise to Sisoes’s exclamation in the presence of his disciple, ‘‘O mis- 
ery!’ When his disciple asked him what was the matter, he replied, ‘‘I am 
seeking a man to speak to and I do not find one."'? Finding a person with 
whom one could converse without wasting one's time was apparently not 
easy. One of the desert fathers’ responses to this dearth of good words was 
to devote considerable attention to discerning the precise ways in which 
words worked their damage. 
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Negative Power of Words 


Ethical questions were the central concern of the desert fathers as they sought 
to develop greater integrity in their use of words. They carefully scrutinized 
the various negative effects of words in order to learn how to discern the 
characteristic signs of abusive language and avoid the pitfalls associated with 
it. They paid especially close attention to the problems associated with the 
vehicles of language—the tongue and mouth—to the dangers of *'loose" 
conversation, and to the damage inflicted by slander. This probing analysis 
of words created among the desert fathers a respect for language which 
contributed in significant ways to their ability to interpret Scripture. 

The large number of sayings concerned with the tongue and mouth sym- 
bolizes the importance the desert fathers attached to words and the need to 
respond to their seemingly uncontrollable force. Basic questions often arose 
concerning the frustration of being unable to master these small but powerful 
parts of the body. Thus, Abba Joseph asks Abba Nisterus, ‘‘What should I 
do about my tongue [ré tovnow TH y\woon], for I cannot master it?’’!° 
Another monk’s inability to control his tongue was so chronic that it led him 
to the edge of despair. He asked Abba Matoes, ‘‘What am I to do? My 
tongue afflicts me [7 yA@ood pov OXiBer ue], and every time I go among 
men, I cannot control it, but I condemn them. . . .”’ Interestingly, Matoes 
does not attempt to comfort the brother but tells him honestly that his in- 
ability to control his speech is indeed ‘‘a sickness ['Aa0éveta]."' The only 
cure is to ‘‘flee into solitude.''!! Sisoes affirmed how deeply rooted this 
enslavement to the tongue could be by explaining that for thirty years it had 
been his habit to repeat the same prayer to God: ‘‘Lord Jesus, shelter me 
from my tongue [a kézaaóv pe àmó rhs y\woons pov). He admitted, 
however, that ‘‘until now every day, I fall because of it, and commit sin.” 12 

For the desert fathers, the inability to control one’s tongue was not simply 
a matter of lack of resolve but revealed how speech was driven and con- 
trolled by deeper passions. Agathon maintained that ‘‘no passion is worse 
than an uncontrolled tongue [7appnoia], because it is the mother of all the 
passions [yevvýrpia . . . mévrwv Tov malv). © Abba Hyperchius at- 
tested to the link between the tongue and the passions, saying that ‘‘he who 
cannot control his tongue in the time of anger will not control his passions 
either.” '* One elder suggested that even if a person could not keep the inner 
world in order, at least he or she could keep watch over the tongue in order 
to prevent the passions from gaining force through that channel: ‘‘[[]f the 
interior man is watchful, he can preserve the exterior man also; if this is not 
the case, let us guard our tongue [@vAdéwpev THY yAwadav] as much as 
we can.” So strongly did Sisoes feel about the need to ‘‘guard”” the tongue 
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that he used one of the most evocative terms in early monasticism—exile— 
to describe the level of inner detachment and freedom which should char- 
acterize a monk’s attitudes toward words. He said that ‘‘exile [fevnreia] 
means that a man should control his mouth.’’!® The attention given by the 
desert fathers to the habits of the tongue and mouth reflect their deep and 
abiding concern to keep these instruments of speech from enslaving them to 
destructive or careless language. 

One practical expression of this concern was the care the monks exercised 
over the way they conversed with one another. While conversation between 
an elder and a disciple about a matter of immediate concern was tolerated, 
even this could become problematic when it led to wandering or malicious 
speech. One story tells of some young brothers and ‘‘an old man’’ who were 
traveling together to see Abba Antony. Along the way the young brothers 
‘were . . . speaking words of the Fathers, and from the Scriptures and 
concerning the work of their hands. As for the old man, he remained si- 
lent." When they reached their destination, Antony commended the old man 
for bringing such good brothers with him. The old man, who had spent a 
good deal of time with the brothers, had formed his own opinion: ‘‘ ‘No 
doubt they are good, but they do not have a door to their house and anyone 
who wishes can enter the stable and loose the ass.’ He meant that the breth- 
ren said whatever came into their mouths.'' !? This rebuke reveals one of the 
main reasons for the seriousness with which the desert fathers viewed loose 
talk—it was seen as diluting and dissipating the power of all other words, 
especially the precious words of Scripture. 

We hear numerous instances of monks wrestling with how to respond to 
ill-conceived, careless, or damaging words. It was generally recognized by 
the elders that one would do well to avoid ‘‘alien’’ words. To one of the 
elders, an important sign of one who had become a monk was that he was 
“not to listen to alien words [unde &kobew àXXórpwo]." * Abba Or put 
the matter in territorial terms to his disciple Paul: ‘‘Be careful never to let 
an alien word [åàħórpiov Aóyov] come into this cell." !? This issue was 
actually tested on occasions, as when some brothers came to see whether 
Abba John Colobos “‘would let his thoughts become unbalanced and speak 
of the things of this world [zpa'yua Tov ai® vos Totrov]."' They proceeded 
to engage in *'small talk’’ regarding the great amount of rain there had been 
that year, noting how this had caused the shoots of the palm trees to grow 
vigorously and kept the brothers provided with work. However, Abba John 
did not allow himself to be drawn into this ‘‘small talk’’ but quietly shifted 
the discussion about the weather to another level. Comparing these events 
with the movements of God within the human heart, he noted: ‘‘So it is 
when the Holy Spirit descends into the hearts of men; they are renewed and 
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put forth leaves in the fear of God.” The matter of ‘‘loose talk’’ was not 
always resolved so deftly. Sometimes it pushed the elders to their limits. 
Sisoes, presumably exasperated by a talkative disciple, finally said to him, 
“Why do you compel me to speak unnecessarily [Ao at apyas]?’’?! 
Even when such talk was directed toward another, it could disrupt one's 
hard-won tranquility. Poemen complained that his brother ‘‘holds converse 
with someone and I have no rest [oUk avaTravopat].’’?? Sometimes, re- 
sisting the plague of words required distancing oneself from others. Abba 
Ammoes exercised such great caution with his words that if his disciple 
came to ask him about his thoughts, he would move away from him as soon 
as he had replied, saying to him, ‘‘It is for fear that, after edifying words, 
strange conversation [£évn ópia] might slip in that I do not keep you 
with me.” ? 

It should not be imagined that the desert fathers were fastidious in their 
use of words. To the contrary, the Sayings shows them to be willing to talk 
about almost anything. What we see in these stories is something different: 
a recognition of the intimate relationship between words and the desires, 
thoughts, and feelings behind them. While conversation about matters of 
general concern was not in itself problematic, it so easily opened the way to 
gossip or slander that real discernment was needed to tell the difference 
between them. And once the door to these kinds of words was opened, all 
manner of inner turmoil would inevitably follow. The caution exercised toward 
conversation was indeed aimed in part at the outward trappings of words in 
the monastic life. Yet such concerns reflect even more the clear sense of 
how much was at stake in the inner world of the monk—how dependence 
on words could grow to the point of displacing other more crucial desires of 
the heart. We see an illustration of this in a story of a monk whose ascetical 
prowess was bought at the price of addiction to words. Although this monk 
fasted to such a great degree that he was known far and wide simply as the 
**faster," he showed little or no ability to moderate his dependence on words. 
One day Abba Zeno asked the faster to come and see him. He did so, but 
even after he arrived at the place Zeno continued his work in silence. Be- 
cause the faster was unable to engage Zeno in conversation, he became 
bored and decided to leave. Zeno asked him what was the matter, and the 
other told him that it was as if his heart were on fire. Nothing like this ever 
happened to him during his long fasts in the village. Zeno immediately rec- 
ognized the source of the man’s agitation. It was because, ‘‘In the village 
you fed yourself through your ears [èk r&v &riwr cov érpéoov].'' ?^ Asked 
to go for even a short while in silence, the man now found himself out of 
his depth. One who was so addicted to words could hardly begin to make 
progress in the more complex process of rooting out the inner forces which 
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drive them. All his fasting, Zeno suggests, had not taught him the first thing 
about silence or humility. 

The seriousness with which the monks regarded the problem of careless- 
ness with words reflects their perception that such looseness almost inevita- 
bly led to more serious and aggressive misuse of words in the form of slan- 
der. Among the most difficult challenges of their life in the desert was 
recognizing the effects of the biting wounds inflicted by such language and 
resisting the temptation to give into it themselves. The gravity of slander, 
for instance, was judged to be so great that it outweighed any infraction of 
the monks’ ascetical code. Hyperchius uses a graphic comparison to drive 
the point home: ‘‘It is better to eat meat and drink wine and not to eat the 
flesh of one's brothers through slanderous words [uù payeiv év kara\alaïs 
gápkas àóeX oov]. ? Such a comparison was not mere hyperbole but re- 
flected a conviction shared by many of the desert fathers that harmful words, 
if allowed to fester within, could inflict severe injury on a person. One story 
tells of an old man who came to see Abba Achilles and found him spitting 
blood from his mouth. When asked what was the matter, Achilles re- 
sponded: ‘‘[T]he word of a brother grieved me, I struggled not to tell him 
so, and I prayed God to rid me of this word. So it became like blood in my 
mouth [yéyovev 6 Aóyos ws aipa Ev rà oTôuari pov} and I have spat it 
out. Now I am in peace, having forgotten the matter.''?6 To those in the 
desert who had spent time ruminating on the healing words of Scripture and 
the elders, the ironic truth of such a story would have been strikingly clear. 
Achilles, unwilling to ‘‘get rid of” the harmful word by responding in anger 
to the brother who uttered it, kept the word to himself, in effect ruminating 
it at great personal cost. Chewing on this slanderous word, far from having 
the healing effect of ruminating a word of the Scripture, apparently pro- 
duced something like an ulcer within him. Achilles's discipline in keeping 
the word to himself reflects an admirable kindness and consideration on his 
part for the feelings of the brother. Yet the story makes another and equally 
important point about the psychology of healing. However virtuous it may 
have been for Achilles to hold this word within him and not seek retribution, 
healing and peace only came when he was able to leave the poisonous word 
behind and finally ‘‘forget”” it. Other sayings express the recognition of how 
far reaching the effects of slanderous words could be, affecting not only the 
recipients of the words but also the ones who uttered them. Hyperchius 
makes this clear through an allusion to story of the fall: ‘‘It was through 
whispering that the serpent drove Eve out of paradise, so he who speaks 
against his neighbor [6 kaToÀoov Tov m\noiov] will be like the serpent, 
for he corrupts the soul of him who listens to him and he does not save his 
own soul."'?? In spite of this potent comparison, and the widespread recog- 
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nition of the evils of slander, the appreciation of the effects of slander seems 
to have been one of the most difficult lessons to learn. In one saying, a 
brother, seemingly bewildered at his own behavior, asks Abba John Colo- 
bos: “‘How is it that my soul, bruised with wounds [tpatjata], does not 
blush to speak against my neighbor [karakakeir rov mAnoiov]?’’”® Yet in 
spite of how deep-rooted this tendency to wound others through words may 
have been, the monks felt that there was recourse to such destructive pat- 
terns of behavior. 

Abba Or provides simple, practical advice to one who has knowingly 
slandered another: ‘‘If you have spoken evil of your brother, and you are 
stricken with remorse, go and kneel down before him and say, ‘I have spo- 
ken badly of you; let this be my surety that I will not spread this slander 
any further.’ '" Abba Or certainly recognized that humbling oneself in this 
way would not be easy. However, there was a sense of genuine urgency 
behind such commands. In a chilling reminder of how much was at stake, 
Or told his listeners: ‘‘Slander is death to the soul [O&varros yap Eat. THS 
Vus *) karakak&].”’? If, on the other hand, one was disturbed by the 
slanderous words uttered by others, there were certain strategies one could 
pursue for overcoming the pain and disorientation the words caused. John 
Colobos tells a story which recalls his own experience of being beset by 
vicious words and describes his strategy for rooting them out from his soul. 
At the church at Scetis, he ‘‘heard an argument [&vrioyiaæs] among some 
of his brothers, so he returned to his cell. He circled around it three times 
and then went in. Some brothers who had seen him wondered why he had 
done this and went to ask him. He said, **my ears were full of argument, 
so I circled round in order to purify them, and thus I entered my cell with 
my mind at rest [év novyia].’’*° 

An encounter between a brother and Abba Peter the Pionite regarding this 
very issue reveals the depth to which the desert fathers were prepared to go 
in overcoming the harmful effects of loose words. The brother complained 
to Abba Peter, ‘‘When I am in my cell, my soul is at peace [ev etpT)vy], 
but if a brother comes to me and speaks to me of external things [rovs 
Aóyous rov é£w my soul is disturbed [rapäocerai 7] pux pov]. Abba 
Peter told him that his own teacher, Abba Lot, used to say to him, ‘‘Your 
key opens my door.’’ By this he meant that one's own willingness to enter 
into conversation with others was the key that opened the floodgates of ir- 
relevant or alien words. It was within each one's power to learn to make 
judicious use of the key. When the brother pressed him to explain how he 
could learn to use this key with greater care, Abba Peter responded: ‘‘Com- 
punction is the absolute master. One cannot protect oneself where there is 
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no compunction.’’ Hearing this, the brother responded with an echo of his 
original complaint, acknowledging that **when I am in my cell, compunc- 
tion is with me, but if someone comes to see me or I go out of my cell, I 
do not have it any more.” In a telling distinction, Abba Peter said to the 
brother, ‘‘That means you do not really have compunction at all yet. It is 
merely that you practice it sometimes.''?! This dialogue reveals the depth 
of purity required to resist the dangers of ‘‘loose”” or careless words and the 
extent to which mastery of words was seen as depending on mastery of the 
self, in this case symbolized by compunction. An immense gulf separates 
those who ‘‘practice it sometimes’’ from those who have it. Such mastery 
cannot be superficial or occasional. Rather, in order to maintain freedom 
from the compul-sion to enter into idle or careless conversation, inner trans- 
formation is required. 

In a similar way, Amma Theodora points to the inner change which is 
necessary for gaining freedom from ‘‘sounds of the world.’’ Someone asked 
her, ‘‘If one is habitually listening to the sounds of the world (@wvas 
KooptKas}] how can one yet live for God alone?’ Theodora compares this 
situation to a banquet with many courses. She suggests that just as when 
you take some of the food out of politeness but without pleasure, ‘‘so when 
worldly words [Aéyou Kkoœmukoi] come your way, have your heart turned 
toward God and, thanks to your disposition, you will hear them without 
pleasure, and they will not do you any harm.’’*? Only a clear determination 
to turn one's heart toward God, she suggests, will enable one to become 
free from domination by '*worldly conversation. '' 

Another indication of the level of freedom possible is illustrated by a story 
in which Abba Ammoun told Abba Poemen of a problem he had with words: 
“[W]hen I go to my neighbor's cell, or when he comes to mine for some 
need or another, we are afraid of speaking together, for fear of slipping into 
strange conversation [£évn puia]. The old man replied, *'[Y]ou are right, 
for young men need to be watchful." But Abba Ammoun, not understand- 
ing what Poemen meant, pressed him further, asking, ‘‘But the elders, what 
do they do?" Poemen replied, ‘‘The elders, who have advanced in virtue, 
have nothing evil in them, nor anything strange in their mouths [ov« etyov 
év œbrois érepóv Tt, Ñ) £&vov év T@ OTOpaTL], of which they could speak.” ? 
The elders are shown to be ‘‘incapable’’ of misusing words because they 
have been purified of all false motivations and desires. The cumulative ef- 
fect of such stories was to show that one could become free of the compul- 
sions that drive malicious words. One could reach levels of integrity and 
self-knowledge such that the negative power of words no longer held sway 
in one's heart. 
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Words and Integrity 


The desert monks’ acute awareness of the dangers of careless speech and 
slander led them to develop a spirituality in which integrity or purity of 
speech was highly valued. Purity of speech was seen as flowing from and 
reflecting purity of heart. Similarly, words were judged to have merit and 
value to the extent that they issued from a life of integrity. 

The monks spent considerable effort clarifying the relationship between 
the heart and the mouth. A saying of Gregory Nazianzus included in the 
Sayings suggests a concern for balance between the heart and the tongue. 
He says that what God seeks most of all is a balance of the heart, the tongue 
and the body: ‘‘right faith in the heart, truth on the tongue [@\70evav à md 
THs yAwoons], and temperance in the body.’’** Abba Poemen encouraged 
his disciples to consider the reciprocal influence of the heart and the mouth. 
He exhorted them to ‘‘teach your mouth to say that which you have in your 
heart [Aiéaéov Tò oroua Gov hadely à Exer ù kopów aov]  ?? and to 
"teach your heart to guard that which your tongue teaches [didaéov Tv 
Kapdiav cou Tnpeir à SidaoKEL 3] y\woo& cov]. ?? Here we see evi- 
dence of the monks' strong conviction—no doubt based on long experi- 
ence—that words of power and worth can only proceed from a heart that 
has been tested and purified. The second statement is equally important, 
though: because words have such power, the monk should exercise great 
discernment over (‘‘guard’’) what he says, how he says it, or even whether 
he should speak at all. By guarding one's words in one's heart in this way, 
the monk can assure himself that his words will not drift precariously far 
from his life. We see this same sentiment echoed in an exchange between a 
brother and Abba Sisoes. The brother came to Sisoes to ask him how to 
**guard the heart.’’ Interestingly, Sisoes directed the brother's attention not 
toward the intricate workings of his heart but toward his mouth: ‘‘How,”’ 
he asked, ‘‘can we keep watch over our hearts when our mouth . . . is 
open?’ ?? By leaving the gate of one's mouth carelessly ajar, Sisoes implies, 
all of one's efforts to realize purity of heart could become dissipated. 

Nor was it easy to avoid self-deception in these matters. Abba Poemen 
noted that behavior which might appear to reflect genuine integrity of heart 
and words could in fact mask deep inner contradictions. ‘ʻA person may 
seem to be silent, but if his heart is condemning others he is babbling cease- 
lessly. But there may be another who talks from morning till night and yet 
he is truly silent; that is, he says nothing that is not profitable.” 38 Silence, 
that is, should not be thought of as merely a simple absence of words. 
Rather, it should penetrate to the core of a person and be a reflection of a 
transformed heart. Purity and integrity of speech could not be realized sim- 
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ply from the outward care taken with words. Only by cultivating a pure 
heart could one express oneself with integrity and authority. John Colobos 
believed such integrity was possible for the monk. He looked to Job as a 
model of integrity between the heart and mouth. Even though the devil touched 
Job’s flesh, he ‘‘did not sin by any word that came out of his mouth" 
because ‘‘he had within his heart that which is of God, and he drew on that 
source unceasingly.” 3? 

If a pure heart was necessary for learning to speak with integrity, so was 
a life free from duplicity and guile. For the words of a monk to carry any 
weight, they had to be seen to be in conformity with a life. This was ex- 
pressed in a variety of ways in the Sayings, but what is clear is that holiness 
was understood to involve the integration of one's life with one’s words.^? 
The integration of life with words was seen as a special responsibility of the 
teacher. This accounts for the numerous statements cautioning those who 
would teach not to fall prey to the most obvious hypocrisy—not practicing 
what they teach. Poemen held that ‘‘a person who teaches without doing 
what he teaches is like a spring which cleanses and gives drink to everyone, 
but is not able to purify itself.’’*' According to Abba Moses, lack of inte- 
gration of prayer and action was also disastrous: ‘‘If a person’s deeds are 
not in harmony with his prayer, he labors in vain.’’*? Echoing the concern 
expressed elsewhere that words should not be separated from work, Silvanus 
warns his listeners of the folly of having a reputation with no basis in real- 
ity. ‘‘Most unfortunate,” he says, is ‘‘the one whose reputation exceeds his 
work.'' ? A certain amount of detachment from one’s words was necessary 
for effective teaching. As Poemen noted, only the one who is whole and 
without passions [&7raGovs] can instruct another.^^ The importance of hav- 
ing one’s words tested by hard experience is confirmed by Amma Syncle- 
tica, who claims, ‘‘it is dangerous for anyone to teach who has not first 
been trained in the practical life [mpaxtiKov Biov].’’* Integrity implied not 
simply ethical purity, but also what one does with the body: *'It is very hard 
to teach with the mouth that which one does not practice in the body."' *6 In 
short, for words to bear fruit, they must have the proper culture in which to 
grow. There must be ‘‘work’’ to give them life: ‘‘[I]f the soul has the word 
but not the work, it is like a tree with leaves but no fruit. Just as a tree full 
of fruit also has beautiful foliage, so the word adapts itself well to the soul 
whose work is good.” ^? 

The witness of actual examples of such integrity was worth more than any 
number of sayings. This helps to account for the many occasions on which 
we hear the elders bear witness to their own integrity. These should not be 
taken as expressions of false pride, but as an example of witness, of testi- 
mony to a truth the desert fathers knew from experience. Such testimony 
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helped to remove integrity from the realm of mere possibility or ideas and 
bring it to the level of concrete realization. The lives of holy exemplars 
provided evidence that it was actually possible for words to be bound up 
integrally with a life. For Cassian, integrity of speech meant that he could 
claim never to have ‘‘taught anything which I had not previously carried 
out.’’*® Integrity of speech for Pambo meant that he could attest to the 
complete absence of any base or malicious motive in his words: ''[B]y the 
grace of God, since I have left the world, I have not said one word of which 
I repented afterwards.’’*? Abba Anoub makes such a statement more spe- 
cific, claiming only that *'[S]ince the day when the name of Christ was 
invoked upon me, no lie has come out of my mouth.’’*° A word of testi- 
mony offered on behalf of Abba Or reveals the intimate connection between 
maintaining purity of actions and words. It was said of him that ‘‘he never 
lied, nor swore, nor hurt anyone, nor spoke without necessity.’’>! The 
wholeness and integrity of life and words sought by the monks is summed 
up well in a saying of Isidore of Pelusia. He held that ''to live without 
speaking is better than to speak without living. For the former is useful even 
by his silence, but the latter does no good even when he speaks. When 
words and life correspond to one another they are together the whole of 
philosophy.” ?? 


Silence 


In spite of all these musings on words among the desert monks, the final 
word for them was . . . silence. The reasons for this are not difficult to 
grasp. With their acute awareness of the power of language—both the po- 
tential damage of words as well as a sense that words should flow from the 
depths of a pure heart—the desert fathers had a genuine appreciation of the 
practical value of silence. Not only was silence the quickest way to cut off 
the cancerous growth of slander and gossip, it was seen as the atmosphere 
in which a spirit of prayerful awareness of God could thrive. And it was 
recognized as the mysterious ground out of which the words of Scripture 
and the words of the holy ones emerged in their full revelatory power. 
Silence, for Abba Epiphanius, was held to be the way to God recom- 
mended by Scripture itself: ‘‘the woman with the issue of blood is silent 
and she is called blessed [Lk 8]; the pharisee speaks and he is condemned 
[Mt 9]; the publican does not open his mouth and he is heard [Lk 18]. 5 
There is a revealing inaccuracy in Epiphanius's recollection of the texts: the 
publican is not actually silent but utters a humble prayer for mercy. His 
attitude of total abandonment to God, like that of the woman with the hem- 
orrhage, suggests the kind of humble disposition to which ‘‘the silent one" 
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should aspire. To keep silence could also reflect the spirit of long-suffering. 
Abba Moses, for instance, was asked if he was not grieved at being insulted 
on account of his black skin. He responded echoing the Psalm, *'I was 
grieved, but I kept silence (Ps 76:5).” 34 It was in order to cultivate attitudes 
of humility and long-suffering, rather than a pursuit of an abstract ascetical 
ideal, that the monks went to such lengths to learn silence: Abba Agathon 
is said to have gone for three years with a stone in his mouth so that he 
should learn silence.** Such discipline could produce abundant fruit in the 
lives of those who observed it, particularly because it created space for the 
Spirit to work: ‘‘If the soul keeps far away from all discourse and words, 
the Spirit of God will come to her and she who was barren will be fruit- 
ful.’’ 5° Silence, in certain cases, was the only way of fulfilling ‘‘the com- 
mandment''—charity. In one instance, an elder who was insulted by some- 
one refused to be drawn into retaliation: ‘‘I could say as much to you, but 
the commandment of God keeps my mouth shut.’’>” Even in less explicit 
ways, silence could be an expression of love and tenderness and could effect 
a genuine change of heart in another. Sisoes tells a story of some brothers 
being led through the desert with a guide, who inadvertently led them astray 
all night. The brothers realized they were lost and each one struggled not to 
tell their guide, for fear of humiliating him. When day came and the guide 
realized he had lost his way, he admitted to the brothers that he had no idea 
where they were. They all said to him, ‘“We knew this but we kept si- 
lence.” Hearing this, the guide was filled with wonder and said, ‘‘Even to 
the point of death, the brothers control themselves so as not to speak.''?? 
While legitimate questions may be raised about the practicality of maintain- 
ing silence in such a situation, we see here the lengths to which the monks 
were willing to go to keep from injuring another person. Silence, in such 
cases, was an expression of tenderness. 

Silence was also a privileged means of communicating the essence of the 
spiritual life. Abba Isaac relates the difficulties he had in learning to pay 
attention not only to the words of the elders but also to their silence. While 
he was living with Abba Theodore of Pherme, Isaac became frustrated at 
how little direction the elder gave him. He complained about this to some 
other elders, who took the matter to Abba Theodore himself. Theodore told 
them: *'I do not tell him anything, but if he wishes he can do what he sees 
me doing.’’ From that moment Isaac took the initiative and did what the old 
man was about to do. As for Theodore, Isaac reported, ‘‘what he did, he 
did in silence; so he taught me to work in silence.’’*? Silence in this case 
was a pedagogical tool, a way of communicating the essentials of the ere- 
metical life to a younger monk. Words were superfluous here: silent ex- 
ample was everything. Elsewhere in the Sayings, we hear of the numerous 
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benefits of maintaining openness to the richness of silence. Abba Poemen 
reminded his listeners that keeping silence allows one to size up the situation 
and avoid speaking out of ignorance. Alluding to Proverbs 18:13 he says, 
** ‘If one gives answer before he hears, it is his folly and shame.’ If you 
are questioned, speak; if not, remain silent." 60 Poemen also contended that 
silence was powerful enough to bring victory over any affliction.$! Because 
of this, he could assure his listeners, ‘‘If you are silent, you will have peace 
[&vázrovoww] wherever you live.” 8? Finally, silence was an expression of a 
discerning patience, of insuring that one spoke only from inspiration. We 
see this in a story of some brothers who came to question Abba Pambo 
about their way of life, about whether they were proceeding toward salva- 
tion. Over the course of four days, they put all manner of questions to the 
old man but received not a single answer. They became discouraged and 
were preparing to leave when some of Pambo's companions approached 
them. ‘‘Do not be troubled, brothers. . . . It is the old man's custom not 
to speak readily until God inspires him.’’ Eventually, Pambo did respond to 
the brothers, asking certain questions about their life and making some pointed 
observations. Upon hearing what he had to say, they ‘‘went away joy- 
fully.'' 8? Silence in this sense provided perspective with which to really see 
things, space in which words of genuine inspiration might arise. Practicing 
this kind of discipline and restraint, it is no wonder that Pambo could say: 
‘By the grace of God, since I left the world, I have not said one word of 
which I repented afterwards.’’™ 

The restraint with words and respect for silence which we see in these 
stories also influenced the monks' approach to Scripture. While they often 
raised questions about the meaning of a particular text, they recognized that 
there were times when silence was the most appropriate response to Scrip- 
ture. A story of Abba Macarius and two ‘‘young strangers” illustrates this 
well. Two young men had heard of Macarius's reputation and had come to 
ask whether they could live with him in order to learn how to become monks. 
Seeing that the young men were ‘‘delicate and had been brought up in com- 
fort," Macarius was dubious and did what he could to discourage them. 
However, when they reiterated their determination, he relented and told them 
they could build a cell nearby and begin to live the monastic life. He was 
certain they would soon depart because of the hardships of the life. Yet not 
only did they refuse to abandon their life in the desert, but never once in 
the course of three years did they come to see Macarius for advice or direc- 
tion. Macarius knew nothing at all about their ltves, except that they de- 
parted their cells once a week to go to church *'in silence." He therefore 
decided to visit them to see if he could find out more about ‘‘their way of 
life." When he arrived at their door, they greeted him ‘‘in silence.” At the 
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time of the meal, one of the brothers put three small loaves on the table and 
stood ‘‘in silence.’’ Macarius began to realize that their entire lives were 
permeated by silence and that a profound inner life lay hidden behind it. 
Later that night, unbeknownst to the two brothers, Macarius witnessed them 
engaged in fierce battle with the demons. The next morning, they mentioned 
nothing of this to Macarius but simply invited him to join them in chanting 
the psalms. The power of their silence and their whole way of life was 
confirmed in symbolic terms during this ritual. Macarius noticed that while 
the younger one chanted the psalms, a ‘‘tongue of flame came out of his 
mouth and ascended to heaven.” When the elder one opened his mouth to 
chant, it was like ‘‘a column of fire which came forth and ascended to 
heaven.” In contrast to this stunning display of power, Macarius adds, al- 
most pitiably, ‘‘And I recited a little by heart." Moved by what he had 
seen, Macarius took his leave of the two, asking for their prayers. Charac- 
teristically, the brothers simply ‘‘bowed without saying a word." Later, 
after the two had died, Macarius took visitors to see where their ‘‘martyr- 
dom’’ had occurred.% This is a curious story in many ways and is filled 
with more ‘‘wonders’’ than one finds in most episodes of the Sayings. On 
one level the story is about a *'reversal"': that things are not always as they 
seem. Macarius was chagrined to realize he had so badly misjudged the two 
young men but was grateful that he had come to recognize the impressive 
depth of their lives. The story also conveys the power of silence in the life 
of the monk and in particular the effect of silence on the recitation of Scrip- 
ture. Silence is mentioned several times as characterizing the brothers’ way 
of life and forms the backdrop to the dramatic scene of wrestling with the 
demons and chanting the psalms. The flames shooting forth from the broth- 
ers’ mouths as they chanted the psalms symbolize the power which words— 
particularly the words of Scripture—can have when grounded in a life of 
humility and silence. 

The significant amount of attention which the monks gave to questions of 
language reflects their respect for its power. Whether they were listening to 
words of Scripture or words of the elders, the monks learned to exercise 
caution and discernment in their responses to language. Their desire to avoid 
all manner of careless or slanderous talk reflects their healthy respect for the 
havoc words could wreak in the monastic community. Because of this, and 
because they recognized that words could also be a force for life and health, 
they gave considerable attention to cultivating integrity of speech and life. 
For certain monks, such integrity led them to a long and often difficult 
apprenticeship in the school of silence. All of this was part of a ‘‘culture of 
the word’’ which the monks created in the desert. The sensibilities toward 
language which the monks developed within this culture would have a pro- 
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found influence on their approach to interpreting Scripture. In order to see 
how this manifested itself in particular cases, we need to turn to the second 
major question which occupied the monks: ‘* Abba, what should I do?" 


Praxis: Bringing Words to Life 


A ''practical ethos” permeated the desert monks’ spirituality. We can see 
this in the urgent and practical character of the questions raised by the monks. 
The urgency—even desperation—of the questions which monks often put to 
the elders can be heard in the words of a brother who came seeking help 
from Abba Theodore. He cried out, ‘‘Speak a word to me, for I am perish- 
ing.’ Behind such questions teemed a multitude of particular, concrete 
concerns about specific situations in the lives of the monks. This is reflected 
in the predominantly practical language which characterizes these questions. 
The questioners wanted to know, in one way or another, what they were to 
do, how they were to act. Their questions took various forms: ‘‘What should 
I do?’’®’ “How should a person behave?’’® “How should we conduct our- 
selves?’ 9 **What good work should I do that I might live in it?’’’° These 
practical questions reveal the kind of concerns the monks brought to the 
elders. They sought not so much ideas about the spiritual life narrowly con- 
ceived, but rather a new way to live. 

The practical character of the monks’ aspirations also appears in the el- 
ders’ responses to the questions put to them. Abba Isidore put the practical 
requirements of salvation in the form of a conditional statement: ‘‘If you 
desire salvation, do [motei] everything that leads you to it." "' A similar 
attitude is reflected in a story about a struggle Abba Antony was engaged in 
with his thoughts. It was so severe that, in desperation, Antony cried out to 
God asking what he should do about this affliction. After a while, he went 
out of his cell, where he saw a man who was calmly alternating manual 
work and prayer. The man (who was an angel of God sent to help Antony) 
said to Antony: ‘‘Do this and you will be saved [Oürws Troie, kai cón.” ? 
Antony was encouraged by these words, and by following this simple advice 
managed to recover his balance. This practical approach was meant to pen- 
etrate the whole of one's life and to reflect an adherence to God's will. Abba 
Nisterus said that a monk should ask himself every night and every morning, 
‘What have we done [éroufoamuer] that is as God wills and what have we 
left undone of that which he does not will??? Echoing the prophet Jeremiah, 
Abba Epiphanius spoke approvingly of the person ‘‘who does justice and 
righteousness [éva moroŭùvra kpiua Kai óucotootvrv] (Jer 5:1). ^ The 
opposite was also true: one refrains from engaging in practices which run 
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contrary to the monastic way of life. Abba Moses cautioned a brother about 
the danger of allowing a rift to appear between one’s practice and one’s 
aims: ‘‘We should no longer do those things against which we pray.’’” 
Consistency in one’s practice was the bedrock of desert spirituality. 


Doing the Word 


The practical ethos reflected in these questions and responses had a clear 
influence upon the monks’ approach to the interpretation of Scripture. In 
fact, whether the monks were referring to the words of Scripture or the 
words of the elders, their primary emphasis was on ‘‘doing the word." 
This strong practical orientation helps to explain why the desert fathers 
were often reticent to enter into speculative discussion about the meaning of 
Scripture or even to speak about it at all. They were convinced that the 
practical, ethical demands of their life required their undivided attention. 
Only by focusing their attention on these primary demands, they believed, 
the meaning of words—those of Scripture as well as the elders—become 
clear. 

The practical language used by the monks to describe how one should 
approach Scripture reveals their basic orientation to the text. Abba Gerontius 
exhorts his listeners to ‘‘do what is written [7rovety TO yeypappévorv).”’ 
Doing so was not a simple matter, however, and for this reason, Gerontius 
also advises that each one should ''guard his own heart with all possible 
care.'' 7 “Doing what is written,” that is, required vigilance and discern- 
ment. Abba Isidore contends it is through ‘‘obeying the truth [brakon THs 
àX76eías]'' and "following . . . the law of God [àkoAov0eiv . . . TỌ 
vouw TOU 0€ov|—which appear to be nearly equivalent for him—that we 
realize our dignity as creatures made in the image and likeness of God." 
The Sayings frequently allude to **keeping the commandments’’ or ‘‘fulfill- 
ing the commandments’’ as being keys to spiritual growth. We see this in 
the aspirations of the monks as well as the commands of the elders. A 
brother who came to Abba Theodore expressed his hopes this way: ‘‘I wish 
to fulfill the commandments [0éX« ëmirekédar tas évroAós]. ? Abba 
Agathon would have found such a sentiment appropriate for the novice. He 
stated: **Unless a person keeps the commandments of God [$v^aoxk1s rov 
Oeiwy évroAóv], he cannot make progress, not even in a single virtue.” ? 
The monk was to be mindful of his practical obligations in every situation. 
Abba Antony exhorted his disciples: ‘Whatever you do [mpárrews], do it 
according to the testimony of the holy Scriptures.'' 8° Even on their death- 
beds, the elders sought to remind their disciples of the need to fulfill the 
commands of Scripture. As Abba Benjamin was dying, he quoted a text 
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from Scripture to his disciples. ‘‘Be joyful at all times, pray without ceas- 
ing, and give thanks for all things (1 Thes 5:16—18).’” Then he said to them: 
**Do these things, and you can be saved [Tavra moueire, koi dtvacbe 
awOnvai).’’®' Such sayings suggest that the desert monks took seriously 
the ethical commitment required for understanding the biblical texts. 

This ethical commitment also governed the way the monks responded to 
the words, commands, or lives of the elders. We see various indications in 
the Sayings of the authority of the elders’ words. Sometimes they appear 
almost as the equivalent of Scripture, new words of power meant to be 
heard, put into practice, and passed on to others. Abba Pistus tells a story 
about the obedience of Abba Athres and Abba Or, and comments: ‘What I 
have seen [from the elders], I have done everything in my power to keep 
[GvXá£a].'" 9 In another instance a brother approached Abba Daniel, ask- 
ing him for a word: ‘‘Give me a commandment and I will keep it [Aós mor 
iav évroMiv, Kar QvXá£co avríqv].'' His language indicates how much 
authority the word of the elder had for him and how important it was to put 
that word into practice. This implicit trust in the elder's word and the im- 
portance of obeying it is conveyed in a saying of Abba Anoub, which re- 
veals how such words could influence the daily routine of the monastic life. 
Abba Anoub, Abba Poemen, and others, forced to leave Scetis after it had 
been attacked in a raid, moved to Terenuthis, near the Nile. Abba Anoub 
proposed, ‘‘for love's sake,” a way of life for them in their new place. 
They would each live alone and in quietness without meeting one another 
the whole week. They would strive, as far as possible, to avoid giving way 
to pride and anger. The brothers said to Abba Anoub, ‘‘We will do [zrovotper] 
as you wish, Father, and we will listen to what you say to us [ákotopev 
ws Aéyews huir]. Abba Poemen added, ‘‘Let us remain together for the 
rest of our time, working according to the word [karà Tov Aóyov] which 
the old man has spoken to us. . . .’’8* The meaning of this story turns on 
the quality and authority of the elder's word. The phrase indicating Abba 
Anoub's motivation—''for love's sake’’—suggests why his word had so much 
authority in this particular case. The brothers realized that Anoub had no 
‘‘agenda”” for their life together, wishing only to create an atmosphere con- 
ducive to their collective well-being. They recognized that by doing what 
he wished, and listening to what he said, they would be able to live with 
one another in peace. It was this sense of the truth and efficacy of Abba 
Anoub's ‘‘word’’ which led Poemen to urge the brothers to remain together 
**working according to the word of the old man.” 

The desert fathers' practical orientation toward Scripture and the words of 
the elders was not merely ‘‘blind obedience’’ to words of authority. Nor is 
it true that they somehow abdicated responsibility or choice in their response 
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to these words. To the contrary, the monks clearly recognized how difficult 
it was to fulfill these commands and knew the risks involved in trying to do 
so. This is reflected in the language used to describe the process of respond- 
ing to and appropriating a text. Several stories speak of the need to attain a 
saying from Scripture, an indication that the practice of Scripture should 
lead one to become or appropriate completely its message. This appropria- 
tion was seen as a difficult but necessary part of the process of coming truly 
to understand and realize the meaning the Scripture. Poemen, for instance, 
declared that when a person attains ($0&o3) the word of the Apostle, ‘‘to 
the pure, everything is pure’’ (Ti 1:15), he sees himself less than all crea- 
tures. One of the brothers objected to this, because he felt the implication 
of this command to be absurd if not repulsive. ‘‘How can I deem myself 
less than a murderer?’’ he asked. Poemen responded, ‘‘[W]hen a person has 
really attained this saying, if he sees a man committing a murder, he says, 
‘he has only committed this one sin but I commit sins every day.’ "5? In a 
similar vein, a brother put a question to Abba Moses concerning what it 
meant to ‘‘die to one’s neighbor.’’ This idea, while not from Scripture itself, 
was an important part of Abba Moses’ teaching and implied a wide range 
of thinking and experience. It meant weeping for oneself and one’s sins, not 
judging others, not doing them any harm, not measuring oneself against 
others. It implied not cold indifference toward others but a level of detach- 
ment from petty concerns which made a real human relationship possible. 
Moses responded to the brother's question: ‘‘[I]f a man does not think in his 
heart that he is already three days dead in the tomb, he cannot attain this 
saying.''?6 Attaining a saying from Scripture, realizing its truth within one- 
self, implied a deep moral and spiritual transformation. For Poemen, to at- 
tain a saying as opposed to merely understanding its meaning, one must in 
some sense become that of which the text speaks. In this particular case, the 
way to become pure (of heart) is by practicing humility and recognizing how 
deeply one shares in the struggles of all other creatures, even those of a 
murderer. In the case of Abba Moses, one could become ‘‘dead to one's 
neighbor” only by undergoing a costly process of detachment. Attaining a 
saying, then, meant nothing less than dying to oneself, to an old way of 
being in the world and entering into a new world—the world of possibilities 
projected by the text. In this way, the horizon of one's life could become 
fused with the horizon of the text. 

The desert fathers certainly did not underestimate the difficulty of such 
practical appropriation of Scripture. Their strong emphasis on the need to 
practice the Scriptures served as a sobering reminder of the depth of com- 
mitment involved in interpretation. It was also a safeguard against pride. 
Thus one monk was counselled: “‘[E]very time a thought of superiority or 
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vanity moves you, examine your conscience to see if you have kept all the 
commandments [ei waoas Tas Evtohas Edihagéas], if you love your ene- 
mies and are grieved at their sins, if you consider yourself as an unprofitable 
servant and the greatest sinner of all." 57 Such advice reveals not only a 
recognition of how difficult it was to acquire or attain the truth of Scripture 
but also reflects an awareness of how constructive it could be to meditate 
upon the shortfall. Reflecting in this way on the gap between aspirations and 
reality instilled a healthy sense of humility which was itself an aid in learn- 
ing to attain Scripture. Such a standard of practice also helped to keep from 
deception those who were inclined to equate intellectual knowledge of the 
written word with practical knowledge of it. A particular incident suggests 
that at least some of the tensions which existed around this question arose 
over differences between those for whom the Word was written and those 
for whom the Word was spoken and practiced. A certain brother was eager 
to have a scribe copy a book for him. The old man agreed to do so, and 
“‘wrote, omitting some phrases and [including] no punctuation." The brother 
noticed that some words were missing and, wishing to have the text punc- 
tuated and corrected, he returned to the old man and asked him to take care 
of it. The old man, however, must have discerned something in the brother’s 
manner which disturbed him, for he refused to make the corrections. He 
simply told the brother pointedly: ‘‘Practice first that which is written, then 
come back and I will write the rest." 55 Such straight talk regarding the 
priority of practice served to remind all those who came to the desert that 
their primary responsibility regarding Scripture was to do something with 
the texts. W. H. C. Frend sees this insistence on practice as a new and 
important contribution made by the monastic movement: ‘‘Almost for the 
first time in three centuries the Lord's commands were being accepted lit- 
erally by Christ's followers. *? Although the historical accuracy of this 
statement is open to some question, Frend is nevertheless right to note the 
significance of the monks' practical approach to Scripture. For the desert 
fathers, Scripture existed in order to be put into practice and—little by lit- 
tle—to be woven into the fabric of their lives. And as the monks slowly 
realized the meaning of Scripture in their lives, they became better able to 
use it to shed light on the practical concerns of their day-to-day existence. 


Reticence to Speak of Scripture 


Precisely because of their practical orientation to Scripture, the monks were 
wary about speculating on its meaning or even talking about it at all. The 
numerous occasions on which the elders discouraged attempts to inquire into 
the meaning of a particular text reveal how seriously they took their respon- 
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sibilities toward Scripture. The reasons for their refusal to discuss the texts 
were varied: a general sense that one was treading on holy ground, genuine 
humility in that it was beyond the competence of even the greatest of the 
elders to inquire into their meaning, and a sense that more words about the 
meaning of a particular text would not contribute as much toward clarifying 
its meaning as a humble attempt to practice it. It is clear, for instance, that 
conversation about Scripture was generally discouraged. When someone asked 
Amoun if it were better to talk about the sayings of the fathers or the Scrip- 
tures, he was told, ‘‘You had better talk about the sayings of the Fathers 
than about the Scriptures; it is not so dangerous." ?? Although Amoun does 
not say precisely what the source of the danger is, the implication is clear: 
excessive speculation on Scripture would inevitably lead one away from the 
simple exercise of putting the commands of the text into practice. While 
there might well be points of interpretation worth discussing, the advantages 
to be gained in such conversation would be outweighed by the erosion of 
the practical sensibility toward the text. Some apparently wondered whether 
Amoun and others like him refrained from talking about Scripture simply 
because of their ignorance. Abba Daniel attempted to refute this point of 
view with his testimony concerning Abba Arsenius: ‘‘He never wanted to 
reply to a question concerning the Scriptures, though he could well have 
done so had he wished. . . .''?' It was not mere ignorance, then, which 
kept the elders from addressing questions about the Scriptures. Sometimes 
the elders themselves initiated conversation about Scripture. However, as 
we see in a story of Abba Antony and his disciples discussing a text from 
Scripture, the aim of such exercises was not to encourage speculation on the 
meaning of the text. Antony, wanting to test some of his disciples, sug- 
gested a saying from Scripture and, beginning with the youngest, asked 
them what it meant. Each gave his opinion as well as he could, but to each 
Antony said, **You have not discovered the meaning." Last of all, he asked 
Abba Joseph how he would interpret the saying, to which Joseph responded, 
“I do not know.” To this response Antony commented, ‘‘Indeed, Abba 
Joseph has found the way, for he has said, ‘I do not know.’ "?? Such cel- 
ebrations of ignorance are, at first glance, perplexing. Was it really inappro- 
priate to ask any questions at all about Scripture? Was there a kind of pig- 
headedness about such questions in the attitude of the elders? Clearly this 
was not the case. As we will see later, the elders fielded any number of 
questions on the meaning of Scripture and used it, with intelligence and 
subtlety, in their teaching. Stories like this which emphasized the need for 
silence before the text had a very particular pedagogical aim: to guide the 
one who would inquire into the meaning of Scripture into the humble way 
of practice. 
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We can gain further insight into this practical orientation by examining 
the attitude of Abba Pambo toward Scripture. Pambo was, like Amoun, 
reticent to speak about Scripture: *'[I]f he was asked to interpret part of the 
Scriptures he would not reply immediately, but he would say he did not 
know that saying. If he was asked again, he would say no more.’’®? We 
hear elsewhere that the reason for Pambo’s silence before Scripture had to 
do with his strong conviction that words without practice were useless. Early 
in his monastic career, he went to one of the elders to learn a psalm. Having 
heard the first verse of Psalm 38 (‘‘I said I will take heed to thy way, that I 
offend not with my tongue’’), he departed without staying to hear the second 
verse. He said to himself: ‘‘[T]his one will suffice, if I can practically ac- 
quire it." More than six months passed before he returned to consult the 
elder again. When he did so, the old man reproved Pambo for staying away 
so long. But Pambo told him that the reason for his long absence was that 
he had been fully occupied with the verse he had been given. Even now, he 
said, ‘‘he had not yet learnt to practice the verse of the Psalm.’’ Many years 
later, Pambo was asked by one of his companions whether he had finally 
mastered the verse. He responded, ‘‘I have scarcely succeeded in accom- 
plishing it during nineteen years.''?^ Such honesty and humility served as 
an example for anyone who wished to unlock the mysteries of Scripture: no 
amount of speculation and conversation about the text was as valuable as a 
silent and earnest effort to realize in one's life the meaning of even a single 
verse. 

Another reason for the elders' reticence to speak about Scripture came 
from their uneasiness in talking about matters in which they had no experi- 
ence. Abba Poemen, for one, was much happier talking about ‘‘earthly mat- 
ters such as the passions of the soul, which he knew well, than he was 
speculating about the ‘‘spiritual and heavenly" subjects in Scripture, about 
which he felt he knew very little. We see this in a story telling of a great 
anchorite who came from a distant part of the desert to visit Abba Poemen. 
*"The visitor began to speak of the Scriptures, concerning spiritual and heav- 
enly things. But Abba Poemen turned his face away and did not give him a 
response.’’ The anchorite, realizing that Poemen was not going to speak to 
him, departed, grieved and disappointed. When one of the brothers asked 
Poemen why he had treated his distinguished visitor in this way, he an- 
swered (somewhat nonplussed), ‘‘He is from above and speaks of heavenly 
things [érobparia] and I am from below and speak of earthly things 
[ézéyyeva]. If he had spoken of the passions of the soul, I should have re- 
plied, but he speaks to me of spiritual things and I know nothing about 
that.” Poemen's words were conveyed to the old anchorite, who, upon hear- 
ing them, returned at once. Now, he put a very different question to Poe- 
men: ‘‘ ‘What should I do Abba, for the passions of the soul master me?’ 


Words and Praxis 157 


The old man turned toward him and replied joyfully, ‘This time you come 
as you should. Now open your mouth concerning this and I will fill it with 
good things.’ ’’®> The story sets up a contrast between ‘‘spiritual, heavenly 
things” about which Poemen feels unworthy and unwilling to speak, and 
**earthly things’ which he is more than willing to discuss. Poemen’s reluc- 
tance to speak of Scripture is due in part to his genuine sense of being ‘‘at 
a loss” in the realm of ‘‘heavenly things.'" He is more at home in the realm 
of ‘‘earthly things’’—the passions of the soul—and can speak about these 
with some authority. However, we also see here evidence of Poemen's hard- 
won recognition of the priority of ‘‘earthly things.’’ It is only through wres- 
tling with the passions of the soul that one begins to come to a real knowl- 
edge of self, or, as the monks called it, purity of heart. A consistent focus 
on this long and difficult process, Poemen suggests, will produce a practical 
and enduring wisdom. The meaning of Scripture (and all other ‘‘heavenly 
things") will reveal itself as one grows in this wisdom. The contrast ex- 
pressed in the story between the ‘‘heavenly things’’ and the ‘‘earthly things"' 
indicates not a dualism, in which the things of the next world are favored 
over the things of this world, but a rejection of speculation in favor of 
practice. 

Such stories indicate the kind of ambivalence which characterized monas- 
tic attitudes toward speaking about Scripture. It is clear on the one hand that 
the Scriptures were held in great esteem by the monks. However, precisely 
because of the great value attached to them, the monks generally refrained 
from speculating or inquiring too deeply into their theoretical meaning. In- 
stead they often kept silence, preferring to focus their attention on the ‘‘earthly 
things,"' the practical demands of their life. They believed this was the best 
way to unleash the power of the word. 


Willingness to Do the Word 


The monks recognized that the fate of any given word—whether that of 
Scripture or the elders—depended upon the attitude of the one who heard it. 
While words clearly possessed a certain inherent power, their full meaning 
and force could only be realized through a sympathetic reception on the part 
of the hearer. Thus the willingness to carry out the words of Scripture or the 
elders without undue speculation was seen as a necessary precondition for 
the continued presence of words of power in the desert. The predisposition 
of those who came to hear a word from the elder deeply affected the kind 
and power of words which the elder would speak. Only those who showed 
a willingness to take the words seriously, to put them into practice, would 
find the verbal treasures they sought. 

One of the greatest challenges facing the monks in this regard was trying 
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to keep their words from getting ahead of themselves. We see an instance 
of this in the story of a brother who came to converse with Abba Theodore 
about a matter of some concern to him. He ‘‘began to speak with [Abba 
Theodore] and inquire about things which he had not yet put into practice.” 
Theodore told the brother: ‘‘You have not yet found a ship nor put your 
cargo aboard it and before having sailed, you have already arrived at the 
city. When you have first done the work, you will then catch up to what 
you are now talking about.''?6 Theodore's colorful imagery aptly conveys 
the brother's predicament: by trying to speak of matters about which he had 
no practical experience, he had effectively left himself bereft of ‘‘transpor- 
tation." With his practical experience so far behind his words and ideas, the 
only hope the brother would have of learning the answers to his questions 
would be to reboard the ship and begin loading the cargo. This story indi- 
cates how important it was for the elders to be able to distinguish mere 
*'traffickers" from those who came in earnest to ask for a word. In one 
case, we are told of a certain brother who stayed with Abba Theodore for 
three days, begging him for a word. Theodore refused to speak to him, and 
in the end the brother went away grieved. Theodore's disciple, who had 
witnessed all of this, asked him why he had refused to speak to the brother. 
He told him it was because ‘the is a trafficker [7pa'yuaevrijs] [in words] 
who seeks to glorify himself through the words of others.''?" On the other 
hand, to those who showed that they took the words seriously, the elders 
opened themselves generously. We see this in a story of a brother who came 
to ask Abba Ares for ‘‘a word." Ares gave the brother some particularly 
difficult commands, which he received and attempted to carry out as well as 
he was able. Abba Abraham was visiting Ares at the time and noticed that 
to most of the others who came to him, Ares assigned much less strenuous 
tasks. He asked Ares why he prescribed relatively easy tasks for most of the 
brothers but placed such a heavy burden on this particular one. Ares re- 
sponded: ‘‘How I send them away depends upon what the brothers came to 
seek. Now it is for the sake of God that this one comes to hear a word, for 
he is a hard worker and what I tell him, he carries out eagerly. It is because 
of this that I speak the Word of God to him.''?* We see here how important 
the attitude of the listener was for “‘releasing’’ words from the elders. Only 
when Ares realized how committed the brother was did he decide to share 
with him a word of such weight. It is intriguing to note the kind of discern- 
ment which was needed on the part of the elder for speaking words to those 
who came to him: Ares was not careless with his words, but in each case 
measured his speech in proportion to the needs and disposition of the lis- 
tener. 

A certain amount of discernment was also required of those who came 
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seeking words from the elders, for the elders sometimes chose to speak in 
puzzles and riddles. A brother who came to see Abba Joseph of Panephysis 
complained that it was often impossible to understand the meaning of the 
elder’s words. He had been commanded by Abba Joseph to eat some of the 
fruit of a nearby mulberry tree. But because it was a day of fasting, the 
brother hesitated, uncertain as to whether he ought to eat or not. After ago- 
nizing over this question for some time, he finally went to ask Joseph for 
an explanation. Why had he given him this command? Joseph told him: 
‘‘[AJt the beginning the Fathers do not ‘talk straight’ to the brothers, but 
rather in a twisted manner. If they see that they do these twisted things, then 
they no longer speak like that, but tell them the truth knowing that they are 
obedient in all things.” ?? 

The elders and their disciples, it appears, took considerable care in *'feel- 
ing one another out’’ over the matter of words. There were so many ways 
to be deceived in this regard that it was worth taking the trouble to find out 
if someone was really in earnest about their intentions. While the elders 
demanded evidence of real commitment on the part of those who asked them 
for words, they were also demanding of themselves. They expressed a healthy 
caution regarding their own authority and genuine detachment regarding their 
words. Thus when Abba Romanus was at the point of death and his disciples 
asked him how they ought to conduct themselves, he reminded them: ‘‘I do 
not think I have ever told one of you to do something, without having first 
made the decision not to get angry if what I said were not done.’’!® This 
kind of detachment helped to ensure that fulfilling the commandments of 
Scripture or the elders did not become a pretext for blind authoritarianism 
or an excuse to express anger toward another if that person failed to carry 
out a particular command. It placed praxis in the proper light—as an unde- 
niably valuable means toward integrity and understanding of the words of 
Scripture, but not as an end in itself. 

There are strong indications, however, that the monks felt the whole of 
their life in the desert hinged on their capacity to respond to the words of 
the Scripture and the elders with the seriousness they deserved. This is ex- 
pressed in a story which claims that the withdrawal of words of power from 
the desert was due to the monks' failure to put them into practice. Some 
brothers came to Abba Felix, begging him for a word. But he remained 
silent. They continued, beseeching him repeatedly to speak to them, and 
finally he asked them: ** You wish to hear a word? . . . There are no more 
words nowadays. When the brothers used to consult the old men and when 
they did what was said to them, God showed them how to speak. But now 
since they ask without doing that which they hear, God has withdrawn the 
grace of the word from the old men and they do not find anything to say, 
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because there are no longer any who carry their words out.’’'°! The chilling 
effect of these words would have been palpable to all who heard them. 
Although Felix was not sanguine about the possibilities for the future, his 
words would have had the effect of reinforcing a truth which had long been 
known among the desert monks. There was water in the well, but in order 
to release it from the ground, they needed to provide it with a means to the 
surface. The power and meaning of words could only be realized by those 
with a commitment to put them into practice. We see here a realization on 
the part of those who lived in the desert that without practical integrity, there 
is nothing to rely upon, no basis on which to make a judgment. That the 
absence of this integrity was perceived as a cause for the closing of the 
channels of the Word is an indication of its importance as a precondition for 
hearing the Word. 


Hermeneutical Significance of Praxis 


The monks’ insistence on the importance of praxis had a direct influence on 
the way they approached the interpretation of Scripture. On the positive 
side, practice of Scripture was seen as illuminating the whole life of the 
monk. As one slowly and even with some hesitation and doubt began to 
incorporate the teaching of a particular text into one’s life, a whole host of 
questions might well become clearer. On the other hand, the monks were 
well aware of the negative effects brought about from failure to put Scripture 
into practice. Numerous kinds of self-deception arose among the monks in 
their approach to Scripture which prevented them from realizing the mean- 
ing of the texts and from realizing the holiness they sought. The tension 
between these two poles reveals the end of the hermeneutical process as far 
as the monks were concerned: fulfillment or incorporation of the text in a 
life. 

The practice of the commands of Scripture was seen first of all as a help 
in freeing the monks from some of the questions and temptations which 
tormented them. An example of this can be seen in the advice Abba Ge- 
rontius gave to some brothers who had deceived themselves at the deepest 
levels of their being, committing ‘‘fornication in their spirit," and ''prosti- 
tution in their soul." He recommended that they ‘‘do that which is written 
[in the Scriptures], guarding the heart with all possible care (Prv 4:23).” If 
they followed this practice, they would be freed of the inner divisions which 
plagued them.!9? In a similar vein, Abba Or said that ‘‘practicing the com- 
mandments'' was the key to overcoming ‘‘thoughts’’ and gaining purity of 
heart.!% Abba Agathon knew from his own experience that when his thoughts 
were stirred up within him, urging him to pass judgment on someone, only 
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the conscious refusal to give way to this temptation would restore his thoughts 
to a peaceful state.!°* Sometimes, of course, there were real doubts as to 
whether or not one should fulfill a particular command—whether from 
Scripture or the elders. Yet there was such confidence among the monks in 
the inherent power and value of these words that such doubts were usually 
overcome. One brother wondered whether he should keep the command of 
one of the elders even though there was the danger of temptation associated 
with it. Agathon said that he himself ‘‘would fulfill the commandment, and 
thus overcome the temptation.’’!°° Carrying out the words of Scripture and 
the elders thus gave the monks power in their struggle against the demons. 

The benefits of putting the teaching of Scripture into practice were not 
equally apparent to all. A common and costly form of self-deception in this 
regard was to confuse attaining or practicing the texts with mere theoretical 
knowledge about them. In one story, two brothers came to an old man at 
Scetis and proclaimed to him their proficiency with the Bible. One of them 
proclaimed: *'1 have learned the Old and New Testaments by heart [rò 
aT)80vs]|." To this, the old man replied: ‘‘You have filled the air with 
words [ëyémoas Tov dépa Xóyov].'' 9$ One of the reasons for the elder's 
harsh response is that memorization, while valuable in itself, often became 
a substitute for genuine engagement with the message of the texts. A saying 
which illustrates this comes from a brother who ruefully admits that through 
lack of discernment, a division between knowledge and practice had emerged 
which has prevented his community from realizing the texts in their lives: 
**We know the Scriptures by heart, we complete all the Psalms of David, 
but we do not have that which God seeks: charity and humility.'' '9? In 
another story, the test of true knowledge of Scripture is reflected in the 
extent to which one has come to realize within oneself the meaning of the 
beatitudes. A woman came to Antony and declared that she had endured 
great fasting and had learned the entire Bible by heart. She wanted to know 
from Antony what more she should do. Antony was less sanguine about her 
accomplishments than she was and put a series of questions to her. He asked 
her, ‘‘Is contempt the same as honor to you?’’ She answered, “‘No.’’ He 
then asked her, “‘Is loss as gain, strangers as your parents, poverty as abun- 
dance?" Again she answered ‘‘No.’’ Antony said to her, ‘‘Thus you have 
neither fasted nor learned the Old and New Testament, but you have de- 
ceived yourself.”” 1° This kind of self-deception concerning the sacred texts 
had far-reaching effects in the lives of the monks. In a revealing comment 
about the source of the practical difficulties which so many of the monks 
encountered in their life in the desert, Poemen observed that the source of 
many of these difficulties was failure to do what Scripture enjoins: ‘‘We do 
not help our brother whom Scripture tells us to receive.” 19? 
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Simple practice of Scripture, then, was a necessary first step for deepen- 
ing one’s grasp of the meaning of the monastic life. It was also an incom- 
parable means for learning the meaning of those texts. We see this in an 
encounter that Antony had with some visitors who came to ask for a word. 
He began by telling them in a general way simply to look to the Scriptures 
for guidance. But when they pressed him for more specific advice, he told 
them they should follow the words of the Gospel of Matthew: ‘‘If anyone 
strikes you on one cheek, turn to him the other also (Mt 5:39).'' The broth- 
ers protested: *'*We cannot do that (ob duvaéjeba Tovro moroa). Antony 
then reduced the requirement somewhat, instructing them, ‘‘If you cannot 
do that, at least allow one cheek to be struck.’’ The brothers again replied, 
**We cannot do that." So Antony revised his teaching a third time, say-ing, 
“If you are not able to do that, [at least] do not return evil for evil [Mt 
5:39]."' But once again, the brothers complained: **We cannot do that either.” 
Antony, realizing the futility of this line of argument, refused to proceed 
any further. Instead, he instructed one of his disciples to ‘‘make . . . a little 
porridge,” for the visitors—because ‘‘they are ill.” Finally, he said to his 
visitors, ‘‘If you cannot do this, or that, what can I do for you? What you 
need is prayers.” !!? 

This episode reveals a great deal regarding the monks' attitude toward the 
practice of Scripture. In the first place, Antony, when pressed by the broth- 
ers to say something, refers to a specific text from Scripture and simply 
advises his listeners to put it into practice as well as they can. It is signifi- 
cant that the dialogue which ensues does not revolve around the meaning of 
the text, but on whether or not the brothers are able to do it, that is, put it 
into practice. Antony seems to be saying that the meaning of the text, as 
well as the answer to their original question about how to find salvation, 
will be revealed as they put one or another of these texts into practice. His 
unwillingness to go further with the discussion when the brothers confess on 
three successive occasions that they are incapable of putting even one text 
into practice and his decision to prepare some porridge for the brothers, 
suggest the balance Antony sought on this question of praxis. There was 
obviously no question of proceeding further with discussion of the text or 
its meaning, for, as he says, there is nothing more he can do for them if 
they will not engage in practice themselves. The preparation of the porridge 
revealed in symbolic terms the enfeebled condition of the brothers, who 
were not able to take even the smallest steps of scriptural practice on their 
own. Yet there is no harshness here. The preparation of porridge also man- 
ifested Antony's compassion for the brothers in their frail condition. He not 
only recognized their need to recover their health in small measures but 
expressed his own willingness to aid in that recovery. One element of this 
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story stands out clearly: to the extent that the Scriptures reveal the way to 
salvation, something must be done with these texts if the meaning of salva- 
tion is to be realized in the monks’ life. 

We hear of instances in the desert when a fundamental misunderstanding 
of the meaning of a text prevented someone from practicing the text, much 
less fulfilling it. In such circumstances the elders were capable of indicating 
in a practical and ironical way what a particular text meant and what it might 
mean to fulfill it. In this way they helped to bring others along, to lead them 
into the world of the text so that they might begin to live there. In one story, 
we are told of a brother who went to see Abba Silvanus to seek his counsel. 
When he saw the brothers there working hard, he cited Scripture to Sil- 
vanus: ‘*‘ ‘Do not labor for the food which perishes (Jn 6:27).' ‘Mary has 
chosen the good portion (Lk 10:42).’ "' Silvanus then had one of his disci- 
ples give the visitor a book and take him to his cell where he could get on 
with his reading. When the ninth hour came, the visitor watched the door, 
expecting that someone would come to call him for the meal. However, 
when no one came, he went to find Silvanus, asking him, ‘‘Have the broth- 
ers not eaten today?’’ The old man replied that they had. Annoyed at having 
been forgotten, the visitor asked him, ‘Why did you not call me?’’ Silvanus 
replied, ‘‘Because you are a spiritual man and do not need that kind of food. 
We, being carnal, want to eat, and that is why we work. But you have 
chosen the good portion and read the whole day long and you do not want 
to eat carnal food.’’ When he heard these words, the brother made a pros- 
tration, saying, ‘‘Forgive me, Abba."' The old man then said to him, ‘‘Mary 
needs Martha. It is really thanks to Martha that Mary is praised." !!! This 
story suggests what was at stake in getting the meaning of a text wrong. In 
the case of Silvanus's young visitor, his misinterpretation of the Gospel texts 
led him to a view of the spiritual life that disparaged physical labor. Sil- 
vanus rejects this spiritual interpretation of the text and manages to com- 
municate to the brother in a very practical way what it means to bring this 
text to life. It means, he shows him, living a life which is whole, in which 
the physical and spiritual, praxis and contemplation, are woven into a single 
fabric. 

The same issue is raised in a slightly different way in a story which con- 
cerns what it means to fulfill the precept to ‘‘pray without ceasing.’’ This 
story concerns some Euchites, who went to see Abba Lucius. When Lucius 
asked them about their work, they replied, ‘‘We do not touch manual work 
but as the Apostle says, we pray without ceasing (1 Thes 5:17)." Lucius 
was dubious about this reply and pressed his visitors to elaborate. He asked 
them whether they ever ate or slept. They replied that they did. Lucius then 
asked them how they prayed when they were eating or sleeping, but they 


164 APPROACHES TO THE WORD IN THE DESERT 


could not find any answer to give him. Seeing this, he said to them, in 
language which expressed the depth of their misunderstanding of the biblical 
text, ‘‘Forgive me but you do not act as you speak.” Lucius then proceeded 
to show them how, while doing his manual work, he prayed without ceas- 
ing. He told them: ‘‘I sit down with God, soaking my reeds and plaiting my 
ropes and saying to God, ‘have mercy on me . . . save me from my sins.’ "' 
He asked them if this were not prayer and they replied that it was. Then he 
told them how he always put part of what he earned while praying and 
working outside his door. Whoever took the money would pray for Lucius 
while he was eating and sleeping. So, Lucius concludes, ‘‘By the grace of 
God I fulfill the precept to pray without ceasing.” !!? The story is obviously 
meant to discourage the kind of dualistic and overspiritualized approach to 
prayer which characterized the attitudes of certain monks. However, it also 
says something important about the role of praxis in bringing biblical texts 
to fulfillment. In this particular case, the call to pray without ceasing was 
fulfilled not only by the practice of prayer but also by the practice of charity. 
By sharing the earnings from his labor in a generous manner, the fruit of 
Lucius’s prayer and work became the seed for the prayer of another. And 
the recipient of his charity, by praying for the one who had so graced him, 
helped Lucius to complete the circle of unceasing prayer and thanksgiving. 
Like the previous story it reflects a vision of life as something which is 
whole and integrated. Prayer is not a separate category of the spiritual life: 
to fulfill the command to pray without ceasing means to pray in everything 
one does. 

A remarkable story concerning a monk and a prostitute reveals the impor- 
tance of right practice in being able to hear the Word of God in the first 
place and in its ultimate power to effect conversion. In this story, we are 
told that Abba Timothy went to ask the advice of Abba Poemen about a 
certain woman he knew who practiced fornication and gave her wages away 
in alms. Abba Poemen said: ‘‘She will not go on committing fornication, 
for the fruit of faith is appearing in her.” Now it happened that Timothy's 
mother, who knew this woman, came to see her son, and he asked her, ‘‘Is 
that woman still living in fornication?” “‘Yes,’’ she replied, ‘‘and she has 
increased the number of her lovers, but also the number of her alms.'' Abba 
Timothy told this to Poemen, who said, ‘‘She will not go on committing 
fornication.’’ Finally, the prostitute told Timothy’s mother that she wished 
to come and see him and have him pray over her. We are told that ‘‘when 
the woman saw him and heard the word of God from him, she was filled 
with compunction [äkobaaoa map avrov Tov Aóyov ToU Ocov, karevtryr], 
and said to him, weeping, ‘From this day forward I shall cling to 
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God. . . .' "!P What is interesting about this story is how the woman 
‘‘prepares the soil’ for the word of God by giving away her earnings in 
alms. She was, in her generosity, already moving toward faith and this draws 
her to Timothy. The transforming power of the word is in a sense unleashed 
by the woman’s praxis of compassion. 

It was the practice of Scripture, then, that enabled those living in the 
desert to realize their deepest aspirations. Abba Evagrius agreed with Abba 
Lucius that the experience of true prayer was inextricably bound up with the 
concern to engage in praxis of certain key teachings of Scripture. He said: 
**Go, sell all that belongs to you and give it to the poor (Mt 19:21) and 
taking up your cross, deny yourself (Mt 16:24); in this way you will be able 
to pray without distraction.” !!^ This saying is notable for what it implies 
about the locus of true prayer for the monks. Evagrius, for whom prayer 
was usually described as imageless and wordless, does not conceive of prayer 
as a moment of mystical experience detached from all else. Rather, prayer 
arises through the practice of renunciation and—even more important—love. 
As Hausherr notes, for Evagrius: ‘‘La charité est la porte de la contempla- 
tion.” !5 The same sentiment was expressed in a different way by Abba 
Poemen. He suggests that it is precisely the act of concealing or covering 
the faults of another that reveals to us the meaning of the mercy of the 
gospels.!!® And finally, it was the practice of mercy that brought about par- 
rhesia—that ‘‘freedom of speech” betokening a deep sense of intimacy with 
God.! 7 

This survey of the evidence in the Sayings concerning words and praxis 
suggests the rich perspective the desert fathers brought to the interpretation 
of Scripture and how it influenced that interpretation. Their sensitivity toward 
the power of words led to a strong conviction that they should refrain from 
abusing words in any way. It also contributed to a belief in the importance 
of integrity of words and heart, words and life. This commitment to integrity 
with regard to language helps to explain why the desert fathers were so 
insistent on the importance of praxis. Consistency of practice was viewed in 
the desert as life-sustaining and as a check against which integrity could be 
tested. The seriousness with which the desert fathers viewed praxis also kept 
them from unnecessary speculation and futile talk about Scripture. In short, 
the monks' practical orientation to Scripture provided the key which opened 
up its worlds of meaning and led them toward lives of evangelical integrity 
and authenticity. The desert hermeneutic in this sense involved a hermeneu- 
tical circle or spiral—interpretation both derived from and led toward praxis. 
To understand the Scriptures, it was necessary to make some attempt to put 
them into practice. Having begun to practice them, even partially and im- 
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perfectly, understanding slowly broadened and deepened, leading to ever 
more profound levels of practice and understanding. Scripture was fulfilled 
through being transformed by praxis. 


Interpretive Approaches 


The concern to realize or fulfill the texts of Scripture within a life deter- 
mined to a great extent how the texts were selected and used by the monks. 
The informal narrative setting in which Scripture is generally found in the 
Sayings accurately reflects the circumstances in which discussions of the 
texts arose in the desert. As we have noted earlier, the biblical texts were 
encountered in life situations and were most often used as a way to address 
concrete questions and concerns raised by the monks. The monks’ interests 
and predispositions influenced in a very clear way which texts they chose, 
how they used them, and what kind of meaning they found in them. In 
general, the desert fathers agreed with St. Paul that the Scriptures ‘‘are 
warnings for us . . . [and] were written down for our instruction’ (1 Cor 
10:6, 11).''® The whole of the Scripture, both the Old Testament and New 
Testament, was focused sharply on the particular concerns that exercised the 
desert fathers. Everything in Scripture ‘‘referred’’ to that life and had the 
potential to shed light on its meaning. The texts were read, heard, scruti- 
nized, and ruminated by the monks chiefly for one purpose: to better under- 
stand how to pursue salvation and holiness. 

There were several variations in the way Scripture was used and inter- 
preted. Roughly speaking, these can be divided into three main categories: 
exemplary, allegorical, and ethical. Exemplary interpretation refers to the 
monks’ use of biblical exemplars as models for their own lives. Allegorical 
interpretation refers to the use of Scripture to point toward a “‘spiritual’’ 
reality, whether the celestial world or the inner world of the soul. Ethical 
interpretation refers to the use of Scripture as an ethical, moral model, pro- 
viding a guideline for action which was to be followed as closely as possible 
in practical, concrete terms. 

Two initial observations should be made about the monks’ use of these 
interpretive methods or approaches. First, there was nothing particularly 
original in their use of these methods; all of them had been in more-or-less 
constant use throughout early Christianity, and the monks added nothing 
substantially new. Our interest in the monks’ use of these interpretive strat- 
egies lies less in their hermeneutical originality than in the particular way 
they applied them to the moral and religious questions they faced in their 
lives in the desert. Second, while it is useful to draw distinctions between 
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the various hermeneutical methods used by the monks, in practice the meth- 
ods were not always so different from one another. All three were colored 
by the practical approach to life which was characteristic of the monks’ 
outlook. These categories, then, distinguish moments or aspects of a her- 
meneutical process that was by its very nature alive and changing. Here as 
elsewhere in early Christianity, hermeneutical categories often overlapped 
and influenced one another reciprocally. Exemplars could be types or even 
allegories as well as moral and spiritual models. Allegories could be partly 
typological and often, especially in the desert, contained a moral lesson. 
The ethical use of Scripture could slide over into allegory or typology.'!? 
These ambiguities should be kept in mind in the discussion which follows. 
They indicate that use of Scripture in the desert was a living, changing 
reality for the desert monks, determined by the exigencies of the moment. 

Perhaps the primary means through which the Bible entered and affected 
the imaginations of those who took up life in the desert was the vivid images 
of holy exemplars from Scripture—that is, through exemplary interpretation. 
The biblical saints to whom the monks looked for guidance included figures 
from both the Old Testament and New Testament, the well known together 
with the obscure. Among these holy exemplars, though of course distinct 
from them in important ways, was the person of Christ, who figures prom- 
inently in the Sayings. Taken altogether, these holy exemplars contributed 
in significant ways to the development of the desert hermeneutic. They were 
experienced sometimes as awesome figures, remote in time and place, who 
were eminently worthy of emulation, and sometimes as near contemporaries 
who were intimately bound up with the destiny of those who sought their 
help. The desert fathers’ relationship to these figures was as real to them as 
the air they breathed, and it was a relationship that worked, at least in part, 
because of the monks’ attitude toward time. For the fourth-century person, 
‘‘[mJoral exemplars of a thousand years previously had no built-in obsoles- 
cence: what was good for them could be good for you.’’'*° The particular 
concems of the monks determined to a great extent which biblical exemplars 
figures most prominently and what values or virtues they were seen to em- 
body. The figures selected and the themes associated with them thus provide 
a window through which we can observe those issues that were most signif- 
icant in the desert and how these biblical exemplars were seen to have ad- 
dressed these issues. 

The texts in which holy exemplars appeared were interpreted in two main 
ways by the monks. In the most common approach, the texts were inter- 
preted with a particular emphasis on how the biblical heroes had acted; by 
implication, this was how the monks themselves were now expected to act. 
This use of Scripture was characterized by directness, even literalness; bib- 
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lical figures were taken to be exemplars of certain values or virtues rather 
than signs or allegories which represent something. This distinction was not 
rigorously maintained however, and both typology and allegory figured from 
time to time as part of the interpretation of biblical exemplars. Still, the 
primary function of the citation of the texts was to present an exemplar who 
showed the way, so that those who heard of them would know how to act. 
The biblical exemplars also served as primary points of reference for de- 
scribing the kind of holiness found in the lives of the desert fathers them- 
selves. So important were these exemplars to the self-understanding of the 
monks that, to a very large extent, the monks could explain their deepest 
aspirations and accomplishments only in terms of the virtues of the biblical 
saints. 

The desert fathers were generally inclusive and expansive in their ap- 
proach to interpreting biblical exemplars. They were willing to make room 
for a broad range of figures in their celestial hierarchy of saints and resisted 
the tendency to use the biblical exemplars in a narrow ideological way to 
support only certain virtues or qualities. One saying offers a veritable 
procession of saints from the Bible and shows the diversity of qualities ad- 
mired by the monks in their biblical heroes. Someone asked Abba John the 
Persian whether the monks would inherit the kingdom of heaven after en- 
during so many afflictions during their life in the desert. He referred to his 
own experience and to the importance of the biblical exemplars in showing 
the way: *'I have been hospitable like Abraham, meek like Moses, holy like 
Aaron, patient like Job, humble like David, a hermit like John, filled with 
compunction like Jeremiah, a master like Paul, full of faith like Peter, wise 
like Solomon.’’ Then, alluding to the Good Thief of the Gospel, he indi- 
cated the quality that gave meaning to all the rest: ‘Like the thief, I trust 
that He who of his natural goodness has given me all that, will also grant 
me the kingdom.’’'?! Another saying reflects a similar diversity, while also 
expressing a resistance to an unnecessarily narrow interpretation of the qual- 
ities of the biblical exemplars. Someone asked Abba Nisterus: ‘What good 
work is there that I should do?’’ He responded with a question of his own: 
* Are not all actions equal?’’ He cited three examples presented by Scrip- 
ture, consciously refusing to draw distinctions among them: ‘‘Scripture says 
that Abraham was hospitable [Gn 18] and God was with him. Elias loved 
interior peace [1 Kgs 17:5] and God was with him. David was humble [1 
Sm 18:23] and God was with him. So, whatever you see that your soul 
desires according to God, do that, and guard your heart [Prv 4:23]."' 122 As 
this saying indicates, the choice to imitate the way of the biblical heroes 
was highly subjective: the monk was to pay careful attention to the deepest 
desires of his own heart and respond to the particular model who best ex- 
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emplified that to which he aspired. To follow or imitate this host of exem- 
plars was ultimately a way of great diversity and of freedom. 

The desert fathers showed a genuine ambivalence in their attitudes toward 
the biblical exemplars. They saw them as distant figures deserving of awe 
and respect due to their status as forerunners in the faith, and as intimate 
friends to whom they could address questions and converse as though they 
were contemporaries. We see this in a story about Abba Agathon and an- 
other brother listening to a reading of the account in Genesis of Jacob’s 
lament at losing his sons, Joseph and Simeon (Gn 42:36, 38). The brother 
became irritated at Jacob and suddenly blurted out his complaint—directly 
to the Old Testament patriarch himself: ‘‘Are not the ten enough for you, 
Abba Jacob?” Agathon found himself in the position of having to defend 
Jacob. He said to the brother: ‘‘Let be, old man. If God is the God of the 
righteous, who shall condemn Jacob [Rom 8:33]?”’ 123 We see here the kind 
of tension that could arise between those who felt sufficiently at ease in the 
company of the biblical heroes to engage them in dialogue and even criticize 
them and those who were prepared to guard the status of their heroes. The 
brother addressed the patriarch as though he were sitting beside him, and 
his question, while evincing a strange lack of sympathy for Jacob’s plight, 
nevertheless arose from a feeling that Jacob’s sorrow was a palpable part of 
the present moment. Agathon, by contrast, sought to remind the brother that 
in God’s eyes the patriarch was righteous and above reproach—at least by 
the present generation. We do not see in the story any kind of resolution to 
the tension between these two positions. Awe and intimacy are both seen as 
natural responses to the biblical predecessors. 

The sense of intimacy with the biblical saints was sometimes seen to have 
direct hermeneutical benefits. On one occasion, some brothers came to Abba 
Antony to ask him for help in interpreting a difficult passage from Leviticus. 
Antony did not answer immediately but went out into the desert where he 
stood, ‘‘praying and crying in a loud voice: ‘God, send Moses, that he may 
teach me the meaning of this passage [&rooreov Tov Moor, Kat Srác 
pe TO pnua Tovro].' Then there came a voice speaking with him.” Abba 
Ammonas, ''knowing it was [Antony’s] custom’’ to go into the desert at 
such times, had secretly followed him to the solitary place. He testified that 
although he heard the voice of Moses addressing Antony, he was not able 
to understand what it said.'?^ This is a puzzling story. We do not know 
which text from Leviticus the brothers brought to Antony for advice, nor do 
we know what occurred when Antony withdrew into the desert or what 
"answer" he received from Moses. What we do know is that it was An- 
tony's custom, when faced with difficult questions about Scripture, to retreat 
into solitude and to search out the answer there. His dialogue with Moses 
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about the meaning of the biblical text appears entirely natural, a response 
born of long intimacy with the biblical exemplars. Whatever answer may 
have emerged from this discussion was far less important than the symbol- 
ism of Antony and Moses in dialogue. It expressed unambiguously the sense 
that certain persons enjoyed a real intimacy with the biblical exemplars, 
shared in their world, and could ‘‘call’’ upon them for help. 

Such intimacy with their biblical predecessors sometimes helped the de- 
sert monks to escape real difficulties. A story tells of an elder said to be ‘‘a 
worker of miracles" to whom ‘‘all that he asked of God was revealed.” 
However, Cyril, bishop of Alexandria, heard that this elder had expressed 
certain problematic opinions concerning Melchizedek, an Old Testament fig- 
ure whose identity and significance were matters of some controversy. 
Knowing the old man’s reputation for intimacy with God, Cyril sent some- 
one to put a question to him about the identity of Melchizedek, so that he 
might be drawn out of his error. The old man was asked by one of Cyril’s 
messengers: ‘‘Pray God to reveal to you what he is [a man or the Son of 
God].’’ The old man ‘‘said with confidence [eire perà ma ppyatas], ‘Give 
me three days. I will ask God about this matter and I will tell you who he 
is.' " After three days, he reported to Cyril that he had determined that 
Melchizedek was not the Son of God, but only a man. When asked how he 
knew this, the old man responded, ‘‘God has revealed to me all the patri- 
archs in such a way that each one, from Adam to Melchizedek, passed 
before me.'' ?? The story is primarily concerned with a particular point of 
biblical interpretation and a question of doctrine which rested upon it. How- 
ever, what is interesting for our purposes is the elder's direct and matter-of- 
fact sense of relationship with the family of patriarchs. His difficulties with 
Melchizedek were resolved not through debate or discussion but through 
direct revelation. The elder's easy access to this world (zappmotas) was 
the source of his authority and holiness. The intimacy which the desert fa- 
thers enjoyed with God and with the biblical exemplars in the courts of 
heaven explains a good deal of their appeal to the common person of late 
antiquity: ‘‘Byzantine piety had created the majestic figure of Christ the 
Lord of all enthroned in glory in the dome of the East Roman Churches, 
and before this unapproachable majesty yourself, your needs appeared as a 
very little thing: but a saint had access to the courts of heaven: he through 
his mediation (IIpeaBeia) would present your needs and requests.” "6 Still, 
this was not the only means by which the desert fathers gained access to the 
world revealed by Scripture. 

They also interpreted Scripture allegorically.!?" The presence of allegori- 
cal interpretation among the monks seems unremarkable when one remem- 
bers that it formed such a common part of the early church's general ap- 
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proach to scripture and that Alexandria was the home of the systematic 
development of the allegorical method. Origen, the greatest of the Alexan- 
drian exponents of the allegorical approach, exerted a strong influence on 
monasticism and had many disciples in the desert. '?* It is nonetheless sur- 
prising that we see as much allegory among the desert monks as we do. 
Despite Origen’s enormous influence, he was a controversial figure in the 
desert. His speculative theology and especially his allegorical approach to 
Scripture made him extremely unpopular with many of the simpler monks. ? 

The presence of allegory in the Sayings, in spite of the strong anti-Origenist 
sentiments in the desert, can be explained by a number of factors. In the 
first place, the Sayings represents diverse desert traditions, including Ori- 
gen’s sympathizers as well as his opponents. Second, allegory was not nec- 
essarily synonymous with Origenism and had a long history of use before 
the great Alexandrian made so much of it. Moreover, it appears that the 
monks were perfectly capable of opposing Origen’s method in principle while 
using it for their own purposes. However it is to be explained, the allegori- 
cal approach to Scripture does occupy a significant place in the Sayings and 
represents one way the monks sought to bring Scripture to life. It was used 
to point to the underlying spiritual significance of certain biblical texts and 
to help the monk cultivate an awareness of the various levels at which chal- 
lenges and questions could arise. It sometimes drew out a playful side to the 
monks’ approach to Scripture: they used allegory to spin out the implications 
of certain verbal connections which they observed in the text. In whatever 
way it was used, though, allegorical interpretation always maintained a strong 
ethical dimension; it was one more way to encourage ethical engagement 
with the sacred texts. 

This kind of engagement with Scripture was emphasized most strongly 
and most commonly through ethical interpretation. !* Here the text was val- 
ued because of what it enjoined the hearer to do and because of the belief 
that if one did what the text enjoined one would move closer to holiness. 
The influence of the practical orientation of the monks upon the selection, 
use, and interpretation of biblical texts is clearly evident here and reveals 
how a hermeneutical circle of praxis and interpretation operated in the de- 
sert. Certain biblical texts served as inspiration for action—for the move- 
ment to the desert and for the adoption of particular practices. However, it 
is also true that certain practices and attitudes were highly valued in the 
desert and that the value of these practices was then confirmed through ref- 
erence to Scripture. It is not always easy to distinguish these different as- 
pects of the interpretive process precisely or to say where the hermeneutical 
circle begins. Rather, both aspects form part of the use of Scripture in the 
desert and each serves to deepen the other: Scripture was seen as the source 
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of praxis; praxis acted as an organizing principle which sent one to search 
for particular texts; these texts in turn deepened and purified praxis and 
clarified its purpose and meaning. !*! 

These interpretive approaches suggest some of the strategies employed by 
the monks for discerning the meaning of Scripture and thereby addressing 
their own deepest questions. We can learn a great deal about how they 
understood themselves and their world by exploring the questions that preoc- 
cupied the desert fathers, the particular texts which spoke to their concerns, 
and their manner of interpreting these texts. The following chapters suggest 
several main ‘‘interests’’ or practices of the monks that drew their inspira- 
tion from Scripture and looked to Scripture for confirmation of their validity 


and importance. 


Notes 


1. Thomas Merton, The Wisdom of the Desert (New York: New Directions, 

1960), 12-13. 

. Macarius the Great 39 [PG 65:280CD-81A]. 

. Poemen 42 [PG 65:332C] [RSV]. 

. Nau 234 [ROC 14:362]. 

Xanthius 1 [PG 65:315A]. 

. Nau 237 [ROC 14:362], [m]. 

Megethius 4 [PG 65:301B]; see also Nau 238 [ROC 14:362]. 

8. Nau 359 [ROC 18:137]; dutta, which is ambiguous as it stands in this 
saying, can refer to an ‘‘unprofitable discourse"; see Lampe, PGL, 951. The Latin 
version of this saying provides some help in determining the sense of the word ou 
Ata. It translates otto as locutio saecularis: [PL 73:993B]. 

9. Sisoes 47 [PG 65:405C]. 

10. Nisterus 3 [PG 65:308 AB]. 

11. Matoes 13 [PG 65:293C]. 

12. Sisoes 5 [PG 65:393A]. [m]. There may be an echo here of Jas 3:5-6: ‘‘So 
the tongue is a little member and boasts of great things. How great a forest is set 
ablaze by a small fire.” 

13. Agathon 1 [PG 65:108D—109B]. It is interesting that the key word in this 
warning is Tappnoiæ, a quality that is extolled elsewhere in the Sayings. It is used 
in the New Testament to refer to the confidence of the saints before God and in the 
Sayings it is normally used in this positive sense (see Evagrius 1; Pambo 14; Hyper- 
chius 8). There appear to be (at least) two distinct meanings of the word in the 
Sayings: (1) Positive: boldness of speech before emperors and princes and before 
God; (2) Negative: speaking too freely, that is, speaking with imprudence. See: Pierre 
Miquel, O.S.B., Lexique du désert (Bégrolles-en-Mauges: Bellefontaine, 1986), 203— 
16. 


Words and Praxis 173 


14. Hyperchius 3 [PG 65:429C], [m]. 

15. Nau 239 [ROC 13:363]. 

16. Tithoes 2 [PG 65:428B], [m]. Tithoes is very likely to be identified with 
Sisoes. Agathon 1 (see n. 13) advocates that the monks keep this same attitude 
(‘keep the frame of mind of an exile" [GóXo£ov THY £vvreío]) as a way of over- 
coming carelessness with speech (7appynotao is). For £evereía, see A. Guillau- 
mont, ‘‘Le dépaysement comme forme d’ascése dans le monachisme ancien," in 
École pratique des hautes études, v* section: Sciences religieuses, Annuaire 1968— 
69 76 (1968):31—58. 

17. Antony 18 [PG 65:81A]. 

18. Nau 225 [ROC 14:360], [m]. 

19. Or 3 [PG 65:437B], [m]. 

20. John Colobos 10 [PG 65:208A]. 

21. Sisoes 45 [PG 65:405B], [m]. 

22. Poeman 2 [PG 65:317B], [m]. 

23. Ammoes 1 [PG 65:125CD]. 

24. Zeno 8 [PG 65:177CD]. 

25. Hyperchius 4 [PG 65:429C]. 

26. Achilles 4 [PG 65:125A]. 

27. Hyperchius 5 [PG 65:429CD]. 

28. John Colobos 15 [PG 65:208D-209A]. 

29. Or 15 [PG 65:440D] 

30. John Colobos 25 [PG 65:213A]. 

31. Peter the Pionite 2 [PG 65:376C-377A], [m]. 

32. Theodora 8 [Guy, Recherches, 81:23], [m]. 

33. Amoun of Nitria 2 [PG 65:128C]. 

34. Gregory the Theologian [PG 65:145B]. 

35. Poemen 63 [PG 65:337A]; Poemen 164 [PG 65:361B]. 

36. Poemen 188 [Guy, Recherches, 81:29]. 

37. Tithoes 3 [PG 65:428B]. 

38. Poemen 27 [PG 65:329A]. 

39. John Colobos 45 [Guy, Recherches, 85:24]. 

40. This concern to integrate life and words was not original to the desert fathers. 
It was a common wisdom found in the New Testament (e.g., Mt 23:3; Rom 2:1, 
21-23; 1 Jn 3:18), early patristic writers (e.g., / Clem 30:3; Ignatius, Eph 15:1), 
and among pagan philosophers (e.g., Pseudo-Diogenes, Epistle 15, Julian Oration 
7.214BCD; Lucian /caromenippus, 29-31); see A. J. Malherbe, Moral Exhortation: 
A Greco-Roman Sourcebook (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1986), 38—40. 

41. Poemen 25 [PG 65:328D]. 

42. Moses 17 [PG 65:288BC]. 

43. Silvanus 10 [PG 65:412B]. 

44. Poemen 127 [PG 65:353D]. 

45. Syncletica 12 [PG 65:425B]. 

46. Nau 240 [ROC 14:363]. 

47. Nau 252 [ROC 14:365]. 


174 


48. 
49. 
50. 
51. 
52. 
53. 
54. 
55. 
56. 
57. 
58. 
59. 
60. 
61. 
62. 
63. 
64. 
65. 
66. 
67. 
68. 
69. 
70. 
71. 
72. 
73. 
74. 
75. 
76. 
71. 
78. 
79. 
80. 
81. 


APPROACHES TO THE WORD IN THE DESERT 


Cassian 5 [PG 65:245A]. 

Pambo 5 [PG 65:369C]. 

Anoub 2 (PG 65:129D]. 

Or 2 [PG 65:437B]. 

Isidore of Pelusia 1 [PG 65:221D]. 
Epiphanius 6 [PG 65:165A]. 

Moses 3 [PG 65:284A]. 

Agathon 15 [PG 65:113B]. 

Poemen 205 [Guy, Recherches, S18:31]. 
Theodora 4 [PG 65:201D]. 

Sisoes 30 [PG 65:401BC]. 

Isaac, Priest of the Cells 2 [PG 65:224CD]. 
Poemen 45 [PG 65:332D-333A]. 
Poemen 37 [PG 65:332B]. 

Poemen 84 [PG 65:341C]. 

Pambo 2 [PG 65:368C]. 

Pambo 5 [PG 65:369B]. 

Macarius the Great 33 [PG 65:273D-277B]. 
Theodore of Pherme 20 [PG 65:192B]. 
Theodore of Pherme 1 [PG 65:188A]. 
Poemen 53 [PG 65:333D]. 

Romanus 1 [PG 65:392B]. 

Nisterius 2 [PG 65:305D], [m]. 

Isidore the Priest 6 [PG 65:236B]. 
Antony 1 [PG 65:76B]. 

Nisterus 5 [PG 65:308C]. 

Epiphanius 14 [PG 65:165C]. 

Moses 17 [PG 65:288BC], [m]. 
Gerontius 1 [PG 65:153AB]. 

Isidore the Priest 9 [PG 65:221C]. 
Theodore of Pherme 18 [PG 65:192AB]. 
Agathon 3 [PG 65:109B]. 

Antony 3 [PG 65:76C]. 

Benjamin 4 [PG 65:145A]; see also N 592/37 [SPAn, 223]: ''If you question 


the fathers and hear the Word of God coming from them and from Scripture, hasten 
to practice what you hear"; XI 50 [SPTr, 87]: “If you would be saved, love your 
God with all your heart and keep these commandments: Do not lie, do not speak 
without purpose,do not grow proud of yourself. . . . Love not only those who love 
you but also those who do you evil." 


82. 


Pistus 1 [PG 65:372C—373B], [m]. Pistus is probably to be identified with 


Sisoes; see Regnault, SPAlph, 265. 


83. 
84. 
85. 


Daniel 2 [PG 65:153BC]; see also Sopatrus 2 [PG 65:413A]. 
Anoub 1 [PG 65:129AC], [m]. 
Poemen 97 [PG 65:345B]; see also Poemen 98 [PG 65:345BC]. 


Words and Praxis 175 


86. Moses 12 [PG 65:285A]. 

87. Nau 299 [ROC 17:204]. 

88. Abraham 3 [PG 65:132B]. 

89. W. H. C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 
423. 

90. Amoun of Nitria 2 [PG 65:128C]. 

91. Arsenius 42 [PG 65:105D—108B]. 

92. Antony 17 [PG 65:80D], [m]; see also PA 87,1 [SPTr, 126]: ‘‘[IJf someone 
speaks with you of the Scriptures or any subject, do not discuss it with him." 

93. Pambo 9 [PG 65:372A]. 

94. Socrates, Historia Ecclesiastica, IV, 23, 23. 

95. Poemen 8 [PG 65:321C-324B]. I. Hausherr, S.J., Direction spirituelle en 
orient d'autrefois, Orientalia Christiana Analecta 144 (Rome: Pontificium Institutum 
Studiorum Orientalum, 1955), 104, suggests that the elder must show discernment 
regarding the things that constitute the subjects of conversation, and that the psy- 
chology of the passions does not require the same elevation as theological questions. 
However, Hausherr seems to miss the point of this and other stories like it, that the 
passions are at the very center of the monastic life and that speculation upon the 
meaning of Scripture, far from illuminating that work, usually only clouds it. Scrip- 
ture only makes sense in and through very concrete, practical considerations. 

See also Zeno 4 [PG 65:176D]: Some brothers came to ask Abba Zeno about a 
particular text from the Book of Job. The old man eventually replied to their ques- 
tion, but not without first calling into question the priorities of the brothers, who, he 
says ‘‘have passed over their sins and inquired about heavenly things"; H 164, 1 
[SPTr, 109]: A brother questioned an old man on the subject of a word from Scrip- 
ture and the old man said: ‘‘Do not search these; rather chase evil from you and God 
will reveal to you the things which are above and the things of below."' 

96. Theodore of Pherme 9 [PG 65:189B], [m]. 

97. Theodore of Pherme 3 [PG 65:188C], [m]. 

98. Ares 1 [PG 65:132CD- 133A]. 

99. Joseph of Panephysis 5 [PG 65:229BC]. 

100. Romanus 1 [PG 65:392B]. 

101. Felix 1 {PG 65:433CD]. 

102. Gerontius 1 [PG 65:153A]; see also Nau 178 [ROC 13:269]. 

103. Or 11 [PG 65:440B]. 

104. Agathon 18 [PG 65:113C]. 

105. Agathon 13 [PG 65:113A]. 

106. Nau 385 [ROC 18:143]. 

107. Nau 222 [ROC 14:359]. 

108. N 518 [SPAn, 189-90]. 

109. Poemen 204 [Guy, Recherches, S17:30—31], [m]. 

110. Antony 19 [PG 65:81BC]. 

111. Silvanus 5 [PG 65:409BCD] [RSV]. 

112. Lucius t [PG 65:253BC]. 


176 APPROACHES TO THE WORD IN THE DESERT 


113. Timothy 1 [PG 65:429AB]. 

114. Nilus 4 [PG 65:305B]. Nilus is the name given in the Sayings to Evagrius. 
The same saying is found in Evagrius's treatise Chapters on Prayer, 17. 

115. I. Hausherr, S.J., Les leçons d'un contemplatif: Le traité de l'oraison d'Evagre 
le Pontique (Paris: Beauchesne, 1960), 31. 

116. Poemen 64 [PG 65:337AB]. 

117. Pambo 14 [PG 65:372B]. 

118. This text is cited explicitly by Cassian to make just this point. See Confer- 
ences V:16 (trans. Gibson, 347): ‘‘Everything which, as the Apostle says, happened 
to them ‘in a figure’ (1 Cor 10:6) we ought to take as written for our correction."' 

119. On the diverse and often overlapping approaches to Scripture in the early 
church, see J. L. Kugel and R. A. Greer, Early Biblical Interpretation (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1986), 155ff.; see also B. Lindars, ‘‘The Bible and the Call: The 
Biblical Roots of the Monastic Life in History and Today,"' Bulletin of John Rylands 
Library 66 (1983-1984): 239-41. 

120. Peter Brown, ‘‘The Saint as Exemplar in Late Antiquity," in Saints and 
Virtues, ed. J. Stratton Hawley (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 5. 

121. John the Persian 4 [PG 65:237D—240A]. 

122. Nisterus 2 [PG 65:305D—308A]; cf. also Historia Lausiaca 14:4: Two broth- 
ers, Paesius and Isaias, had taken different paths, one devoting himself to ascesis 
and prayer, and the other to looking after the poor and invalid. After their death an 
argument broke out about which of them was the greatest. Abba Pambo emphatically 
stated: ‘‘Both were perfect. One showed the work of Abraham; the other that of 
Elias.” 

123. Agathon 22 [PG 65:116AB]. 

124. Antony 26 [PG 65:84C], [m]. 

125. Daniel 8 [PG 65:160AC]. Melchizedek was, however, esteemed by Epi- 
phanius as ‘‘the image of Christ." See Epiphanius 5 [PG 65:164D]: etywy Tot 
Xprorot. 

126. N. H. Baynes, The Thought World of East Rome (London: Oxford Univer- 
sity Press, 1947), 34. 

127. Numerous examples of allegorical interpretation are discussed in the follow- 
ing chapters. See, for example, pp. 196—98, 201-3, and 206-7. 

128. On Origen's influence on early monasticism, see H. Crouzel, ‘‘Origéne, 
précurseur de monachisme,”” in G. Lemaitre, Théologie de la vie monastique: Etudes 
sur la tradition patristique (Paris: Aubier, 1961), 15-37. On the moral implications 
of Origen’s hermeneutic, see Karen Torjeson, Hermeneutical Method and Theo- 
logical Structure in Origen’s Exegesis (Berlin, NY: de Gruyter, 1986). 

129. One of the main controversies in fourth-century monasticism had to do with 
the propriety of using the allegorical method. The Origenist side was eventually 
discredited, and anti-Origenism is in strong evidence in the Sayings. See for ex- 
ample, Lot 1 [PG 65:253D-256A]; on the Origenist controversy, see Derwas J. 
Chitty, The Desert a City (Oxford: Blackwell, 1966), 58ff. 

130. For examples of ethical interpretation, see pp. 184, 186, 198, 200, 220, 
238—39, 242-43, and 265-69. 


, 


Words and Praxis 177 


131. For an illuminating discussion of the relationship between interpretation and 
experience in terms that are directly relevant to the desert hermeneutic, see Richard 
R. Niebuhr, ‘‘The Strife of Interpreting: The Moral Burden of Imagination,’’ Para- 
bola 10 (1985):34-47. Niebuhr suggests that 


[t]he art of reading is also an unending conflict between convention and innovation. It is 
the interpolation of the text or passage into the reader’s experience and the reader’s expe- 
rience into the passage, not, to be sure, either haphazardly or according to rigid values 
but tactfully and experimentally. Earlier generations of readers of Scripture . . . knew 
this art well. . . . These are the persons who . . . found in the Bible a reflection and 
adumbration of their own experience. Sometimes they searched in themselves for experi- 
ences answering to the examples they encountered in biblical narratives or in the Psalms 
or in other Wisdom writings; sometimes they were overcome by an unexpected surfacing 
in their own awareness of an experience that deepened the example set before them on the 
printed page. (39-40) 


This page intentionally left blank 


III 
THE WORD REALIZED 


This page intentionally left blank 


6 


Eschatology, Penthos, and the 
Struggle against Evil 


How did the desert fathers actually interpret Scripture? In the previous chap- 
ters we considered the broad presuppositions which shaped the way in which 
words—both the words of Scripture and those of the elders—were inter- 
preted in the desert. It is time now to turn from this general consideration 
of the attitudes and presuppositions that governed the monks’ approach to 
Scripture to a more precise examination of what it meant for the monks to 
interpret particular texts. In this and the following chapters, I want to artic- 
ulate the content of the ‘‘conversation’’ which occurred between the desert 
fathers and Scripture. By examining the particular questions which the monks 
put to Scripture, and the manner and substance of their response to these 
questions, we can bring into sharper relief the ‘‘worlds’’ of meaning opened 
up by their encounter with Scripture. 


Eschatology 


In keeping with the particular logic which governed the thinking of the de- 
sert fathers, it is appropriate to begin our consideration of the biblical themes 
which occupied them with the end point—their concern over the eschaton 
and judgment. The monks’ acute awareness of the nearness of death, of the 
final judgment, and of the age in which they were living as a time of tribu- 
lation before the end, shaped their imagination in a profound way. In all of 
this they were drawing not only on a common theme in Christianity but also 
a prominent theme in traditional Egyptian religion. "The belief was widely 
prevalent that after death everyone faced a trial before [Osirus]. . . ." A 
creed from the fourth century B.C.E. which endured in Egypt until the middle 
of the sixth century C.E., reveals a completely serious approach to the day 
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of moral reckoning which rich and poor, powerful and puny, alike must 
face: 


The west is the abode of him who is faultless, 
Praise god for the man who has reached it! 

No man will attain it, 

Unless his heart is exact in doing right. 

The poor is not distinguished there from the rich, 
Only he who is found free of fault, 

By scale and weight before eternity’s lord. 

There is none exempt from being reckoned.! 


It is likely that the importance of the eschaton in the popular imagination of 
the fourth-century Egyptian was due at least in part to the influence of texts 
like this. Yet it is clear that the monks’ awareness of the ‘‘end,’’ of the final 
judgment, and of the kind of response required of them, was deepened through 
reference to particular texts and images from Scripture. Certain texts led 
them to see the apocalyptic character of the age in which they lived and 
understand the particular struggles and crises they faced in light of this. 
Remembrance of judgment also engendered an awareness of the need for 
repentance and for a profound exploration of the self. The fact of an ultimate 
moral reckoning helped to focus attention on the need to cultivate moral 
purity—both in the hidden recesses of the heart and in the more visible acts 
of everyday life. 

That the desert fathers considered themselves to be living in the last times— 
an age of temptation—becomes clear from the kind of questions they asked 
about the temptations they experienced. A burning question for the monks 
was whether the frequency and intensity of the attacks of the demons upon 
them was a particular characteristic of the present time. An old man asked 
Abba Sisoes: ''Did Satan pursue them like this in the early days?’’ Sisoes 
responded—in language with echoes of the New Testament—by describing 
the reasons for the acuity of the temptations during these last days: ''He 
[Satan] does this more at the present because his time is nearly finished and 
he is enraged [Lk 21:8; Rv 20:10]."? Abba Antony expressed a similar 
thought, echoing the eschatological language of the New Testament in de- 
scribing the kind of conflicts and disorientation which were soon to arise in 
the desert. ‘‘A time is coming,” he said, “‘when men will go mad, and 
when they see someone who is not mad, they will rise against him 
[éravaornoovrai abr] [Mt 10:21] saying, ‘You are mad, you are not 
like us.’ *’? Amma Theodora concurred in this assessment, using one of 
Jesus’ most vivid images of the eschatological tribulations to characterize 
the time in which she is living: ‘‘The present age is a storm” [Mt 16:3]. * 
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Such images of the tribulations to come impressed themselves deeply upon 
the minds of the monks. We see this in a story telling of three brothers who 
came to ask Abba Sisoes about the coming judgment. Each of them was 
preoccupied, and deeply disturbed by a particular image or allusion from 
Scripture concerning the coming judgment. The first one asked Sisoes, How 
shall I save myself from the river of fire [Dn 7:10]?" The second asked 
him, ‘‘Father, how can I be saved from the gnashing of teeth [Mt 8:12] and 
the worm which does not die [Mk 9:48; Is 66:24]?"" The third pleaded, 
‘‘Father, what shall I do, for the remembrance of the outer darkness [Mt 
8:12] is killing me?’’> The urgency of these questions reveals how large the 
threat of judgment loomed in the minds of the desert fathers. Yet their fear 
of this threat was not always quite so debilitating, nor were their reflections 
on the coming judgment always so dark. Abba Orsisius had a healthy sense 
of awe before the prospect of an ultimate moral reckoning. He noted that 
for all the effort the monk expended upon resisting the temptations of this 
‘‘end time,’’ **we shall scarcely escape the judgment of God [(Rom 2:3)]."' 
Yet, he also knew that the memory of this sobering reality helped one to 
cultivate humility. Mindfulness of judgment also meant awareness of the 
possibility of salvation. In one story we hear how in a spiritual conference 
some brothers ‘‘meditated upon the Holy Scriptures . . . [and] they recalled 
the kingdom of heaven, the future beatitude, the glory of the just, chastise- 
ment of sinners, the rest of all the saints who are rejoicing in happiness in 
paradise." Whether they were to participate in the ‘‘future beatitude’’ or 
in the *'chastisement of sinners,"' it is clear that certain vivid biblical images 
depicting the final reckoning contributed in important ways to the monks' 
consciousness of the moral exigencies of their life. 

As fearful as the prospect of judgment could be, the desert fathers also 
knew that cultivating an awareness of judgment and of death could help 
them to come to a deeper knowledge of themselves. We see in numerous 
stories that such remembrance was more than an occasional thought among 
the monks; it became for them a discipline, as they sought to keep ‘‘that 
day” always in mind. One elder counseled: ‘“We ought to live as having to 
give account to God of our way of life every day.'"* Certain monks pro- 
vided examples of such mindfulness in their own life and practice. Abba 
Arsenius, at the point of his death, reminded his disciples: ‘‘We will be 
judged before the terrible seat of judgment [2 Cor 5:10; Dt 10:17]. . . ." 
As his death drew nearer, the brothers saw him weeping and asked him, 
*"Truly, Father, are you also afraid?’’ He answered them, ‘‘Indeed, the fear 
which is mine at this hour has been with me ever since I became a monk.” °? 
Arsenius's lifelong example was not lost on others; it helped certain monks 
as they tried to face their own deaths with courage. Theophilus, at the hour 
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of his death, thanked Arsenius for the encouragement of his example: ‘‘ You 
are blessed, Abba Arsenius, because you have always had this hour in 
mind.’’!© The continual awareness of the ‘‘end’’ of one's life, coupled with 
the knowledge of how easily and often one failed, led the monks to ‘‘preempt”’ 
the final judgment by ‘‘accusing themselves." This form of vigilance helped 
the monk learn to pay attention to the important things. Abba Ammonas 
likened this discipline of self-scrutiny to the experience of a person in prison 
anxiously awaiting the coming of the magistrate. ‘‘Even so, the monk ought 
to give himself up at all times to accusing his own soul, saying, ‘Alas for 
me! How shall I stand before the judgment seat of Christ [2 Cor 5:10]? What 
shall I say to him in my defense?' If you give yourself continually to this, 
you may be saved.” !! The monks knew that the road to salvation or con- 
demnation began in the present moment, in the choices one made for or 
against certain thoughts or actions. Abba Evagrius contended that the con- 
tinual consciousness of judgment—that of the evil and of the righteous— 
could have immediate psychological benefits: it could help the monk fight 
**harmful thoughts.’’ With generous allusions to Scripture, he exhorted his 
listeners to ‘‘remember the day of your death. . . . [RJemember also what 
happens in hell and think about the state of souls down there. . . . [I]magine 
the fearful and terrible judgment. Consider the fate kept for sinners, their 
shame before the face of punishment, the eternal fire, worms that rest not 
[Mk 9:48], the darkness, gnashing of teeth [Mt 8:12], fear and supplica- 
tions.’’ He also exhorted them to ‘‘keep the day of resurrection and of pre- 
sentation to God in remembrance. . . . Consider the good things in store 
for the righteous: confidence in the face of God the Father and His Son. . . 
the kingdom of heaven, and the gifts of that realm, joy and beatitude.’’ For 
Evagrius, keeping these thoughts continually in the mind had practical psy- 
chological value: ‘‘Be careful that the remembrance of these things never 
leaves you, so that, thanks to their remembrance, you may at least flee 
wrong and harmful thoughts. "' !? 

Clearly one of the purposes of calling to mind the coming judgment was 
to inspire repentance and reformation of lives. Abba Theophilus once pre- 
sented to the monks an extended meditation, filled with Scriptural allusions, 
on the final judgment. He concluded these reflections on the inevitability of 
the judgment with a question, also drawn from Scripture: *'Since this is so, 
in what manner ought we not to give ourselves to holy and devout works [2 
Pt 3:11]? . . . Let us make every effort to be found blameless and without 
reproach in peace (I Cor 1:7-8; 2 Pt 3:14). In this way, we shall be worthy 
to hear it said: ‘Come, O blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared 
for you from the foundation of the world' (Mt 25:14). ? Awareness of 
judgment, Theophilus implied, should inspire holy lives. Such admonitions 


Eschatology, Penthos, and the Struggle against Evil 185 


to remember the judgment were sometimes used to encourage those who 
had lost their way to regain their sense of balance and purpose. In one 
instance, a certain young man who had decided to take up life as a monk 
was being discouraged from doing so by his mother. However, when he 
persisted in his resolution, telling her, ‘‘I want to save my soul,"' she finally 
relented. He then departed for the desert where, instead of seriously pursu- 
ing the life of the monk, he negligently frittered his life away. While he 
was living in the desert, his mother died. Then he himself became seriously 
ill and had a vision in which he saw the place of judgment and encountered 
his mother there. She was dumbfounded at seeing him there and exclaimed, 
“What is this, my child, have you been condemned to this place too? What 
about the phrase you used to use?—'I want to save my soul?" The young 
man was so shaken by this vision, and the encounter with his mother, that 
he closed himself within a cell and ‘‘started to work out his salvation. He 
repented and wept for what he had done before in negligence.’’ His com- 
punction was so strong that his companions began to worry about him and 
advised him to relax a little. But he did not want to do this, claiming: ‘‘if I 
could not endure my mother’s reproach, how shall I endure shame on the 
day of judgement before Christ and the holy angels.”’ * Awareness of the 
coming judgment could significantly alter a person’s perception of his life 
and purpose. The sense of urgency which accompanied such awareness was 
clearly a significant factor in leading the monks to adopt their severe way of 
life in the desert. Yet it was not only fear which led them to the desert. 
Consciousness of judgment was also something which helped one in ‘‘re- 
turning to one's senses’’ and seeing new possibilities for one's life. The sign 
of this new awakening was a spontancous flow of tears. 


Compunction 


The consciousness of the reality of judgment and of the nearness of the ‘‘end 
time’’ inspired among the desert fathers a sensitive understanding of the 
heart’s movement toward renewal—which they called penthos or compunc- 
tion. The monks’ awareness and sorrow for their faults and the need for and 
experience of forgiveness sometimes pierced the heart so deeply that tears 
burst forth. Thus penthos was sometimes called ‘‘the gift of tears.” It in- 
volved a ‘‘double movement’’ of the heart: ‘‘penthos or compunction is the 
way believers accept both . . . judgement and . . . mercy simulta- 
neously.” ? It was a transforming experience. Through the piercing of the 
heart, the old experience of the world was washed away and a new one 
emerged. In this way, one could begin along—or take up again—the path 
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toward God. Scripture was one of the places the monks looked to learn 
about penthos. There they found descriptions and examples of deep repen- 
tance which they attempted to emulate in their own lives. Abba Poemen 
held that both Scripture and tradition pointed to the importance of tears: 
*"Weeping [xXaéerv] is the way that Scripture and our fathers have handed 
on to us, when they say, ‘Weep!’ Truly there is no other way than this.” !* 
Which biblical texts and which of the fathers Poemen was referring to here 
is not easy to determine. Any number of biblical texts mention the impor- 
tance of tears as a sign of true repentance and we know that Clement, Ori- 
gen, and many other patristic writers devoted a good deal of attention to the 
subject. Whatever his exact sources may have been, Poemen could claim 
with some justification to be standing in the tradition of Scripture and the 
fathers in holding tears and compunction to be central to the spiritual life. 
As Luciana Mortari suggests, ‘‘Penthos is seen as an essential, not marginal 
aspect [of the patristic tradition], part of the fulcrum of the spiritual life.” 7 

The experience of penthos was linked to the monks’ acute awareness of 
the nearness of the end time, and the in-breaking of the kingdom of God. 
Abba Matoes reminded one of those who came to him—in a phrase remi- 
niscent of Jesus’ call to repentance in the Gospels—of the urgency of the 
moment. He counseled him to ‘‘restrain the spirit of controversy in yourself 
in everything, and weep, have compunction, because the time is drawing 
near [Mk 1:15]."'!5 Penthos, like the call to repentance in the Gospels, 
demanded a fundamental reorientation of one’s entire being, so that one 
would be prepared to enter the world of the kingdom of God. As such, 
acquiring the spirit of penthos involved dying to oneself, at least to those 
inner habits and addictions which prevented a single-minded devotion to 
God. We see this in a story Poemen told about a woman he and Abba 
Anoub encountered in a cemetery, ‘‘weeping bitterly’? for her dead hus- 
band, son, and brother. Observing her, Poemen said to Anoub, *'I tell you, 
if a person does not put to death all the desires of the flesh [Col 3:5; Eph 
2:3] and acquire compunction like this, he cannot become a monk. For the 
whole of this woman's life and spirit are turned to compunction.” '? It is 
intriguing to note how Poemen reaches this conclusion. His presence with 
Anoub in the cemetery is itself significant, for it reminds us that the monks 
were not as isolated from the daily concerns around them as they sometimes 
appear. And in the present case, Poemen was deeply moved by the woman's 
grief and drawn into her world of concerns. In a natural and completely 
convincing way, then, Poemen proceeded to blend the example of the wom- 
an's tears with a scriptural allusion to indicate the depth to which penthos 
must reach in the life of the monk. After drawing Anoub's attention to the 
woman, he makes a comment on the significance of her tears in a statement 
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which apparently conflates phrases from Colossians and Ephesians.?? Poe- 
men’s blending of these two passages allows him to highlight the signifi- 
cance of the woman who is weeping for her family: she exemplifies that 
single-minded devotion for which the Scriptures call. Her ‘‘whole life [Nos 

. 0 Bios]"' is characterized by the spirit of penthos, and she serves as a 
reminder to aspirants in the desert of the depth to which their own commit- 
ment must reach if they are to realize this call within themselves. 

Cultivating the spirit of penthos involved more than a remembrance of 
one’s sin or the transitory nature of life. Remembrance of God’s mercy was 
also vital, and Scripture was seen as the source par excellence of God’s 
merciful deeds. Abba Poemen knew this, and when a brother filled with 
turmoil approached him to talk about all the things that were troubling him, 
Poemen responded with a brief invitation: ‘‘Let us weep before the goodness 
of God in all our afflictions, until he shows mercy on us.’’*! This decep- 
tively simple saying is what Lemaire calls a ‘‘pensée imprégnée de la Sainte 
Ecriture.’’?* Poemen's invitation to weep in God's presence echoes a num- 
ber of biblical passages. It is reminiscent of Ps 94:6, which says, ‘‘Let us 
weep before the Lord who made us.” The expression “‘until he shows mercy 
on us’’ is recounted frequently in the prayers of the Old Testament (for 
example, 1 Sm 20:14), and is used elsewhere by Poemen as a form of 
intercessory prayer. Poemen's attribution to God of the word ‘‘goodness”’ 
(&ya@éTnros) also recalls certain biblical passages. It is found several times 
in the Wisdom literature and twice with particular reference to God (Wis 
7:26; 12:22). In Wis 12:22, goodness is used parallel to mercy, as it is in 
Poemen's saying.?^ Poemen's brief comment to the troubled brother appears 
to be sprinkled with biblical reminiscences, rather than quotations as such. 
These reminiscences enable Poemen to convey to the brother the sense that 
one weeps, not from fear or despair, but as an expression of one's utter 
dependence upon God and in the firm hope that God's mercy will soon be 
made manifest. 

Poemen confirms the connection between penthos and dependence upon 
God's mercy in two different comments on the episode in the Gospels con- 
cerning Jesus and the Canaanite woman (Mt 15; Mk 7). His use of this 
particular episode to comment on the meaning of penthos reveals both the 
attitude of humility which he understood must precede genuine penthos and 
the deep peace which flows from it. In one saying, Poemen tells the brothers 
that one of the reasons they have had so many "difficult labors” is that ‘‘we 
do not see the woman of Canaan who followed the Savior crying [«páZovca] 
and begging for her daughter to be cured. The Savior heard her and gave 
her peace [ô Lwrnp . . . àvémavev|." ? Elsewhere, Poemen again alludes 
to the woman from Canaan, this time as a means of commenting on why 
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monks find themselves caught up ‘‘in such great temptations.’’ Poemen asks 
them, ‘‘Do we not see the Canaanite woman, who has accepted the name 
which she was given? Because of this the Savior gave her peace [àvérauver 
abri 6 Xorfjp].''?* Taken together, the two sayings show Poemen using 
Scripture to address genuine problems raised by the monks—in this case 
**difficult labors’’ and ‘‘great temptations.” In particular, he draws upon a 
memorable and poignant story from the New Testament to show his listeners 
the way they must travel if they are to find peace. 

It is significant that Poemen begins both comments by simply asking those 
listening to him why they do not ‘‘see’’ the woman of Canaan. He implies 
that they knew the story well, but had neglected to look there for help. He 
also indicates in this way that he wants them to pay attention to the example 
of this woman; that if they do, they may begin to understand something of 
the spirit of penthos. In the first saying, Poemen emphasizes, in language 
dependent upon Mt 15:22, how the woman ‘‘cried [éxpaev]’’ to Jesus for 
help. Part of what gives this brief allusion to the woman’s exclamation its 
poignancy and power comes from what is left unsaid. Although Poemen 
does not elaborate on her words and actions in the remainder of this Gospel 
story, anyone hearing him retell the story would have recalled the woman’s 
desperate cry to Jesus concerning her demon-possessed daughter: ‘‘Have 
mercy on me, O Lord, Son of David.’’ Her cry, as Poemen wants to under- 
line in telling the story, is a plea for mercy. The second saying of Poemen’s 
emphasizes that the woman ‘‘accepted the name which she was given."' 
Again, it is a comment from the Gospel story not explicitly mentioned by 
Poemen which provides the clue to the meaning of this curious comment. 
In the Gospel story, the woman continued to plead with Jesus for help, but 
he dismissed her plea, saying, ‘‘It is not fair to take the children’s bread 
and throw it to the dogs [kuvapiots]”’ (v. 26). The “‘name’’ Jesus gave to 
the woman was ‘‘dog.’’ In a response which clearly surprised and aston- 
ished Jesus, she accepted this name: ''Yes, Lord, but even the dogs . . . 
[vai, Kipte. koi yàp rà kvvápwx]"' (v. 27). The woman's response was an 
expression of deep humility and—as Jesus himself acknowledged—''great 
faith.” Poemen's use of these biblical stories had a practical and particular 
aim. He wanted to show those who were suffering from ‘‘labors’’ and 
*'temptations"' the kind of outlook which they needed to cultivate to become 
free from these torments. In the weeping Canaanite woman, a picture emerges 
of one who is utterly dependent upon God's mercy for help in her distress 
and who expresses a deep level of humility and an audacious faith in seeking 
that help. These qualities led Poemen to add a comment of his own to the 
story regarding the effects of the practice of penthos, expressing in his own 
language what he no doubt knew from experience. He contended that if the 
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monks gave themselves over to penthos as intensely as the Canaanite woman 
gave herself to seeking a cure for her daughter, they would experience, just 
as she did, ‘‘a deep peace." 

Weeping was an expression of a deep change of heart necessary for seek- 
ing salvation. Once when a brother came to Poeman asking, “‘What should 
I do?" he told him the story of Abraham's purchase of his tomb: ‘‘When 
Abraham entered the promised land, he bought a sepulchre for himself [Gn 
23] and by means of this tomb, ne inherited the land.’’ The brother's interest 
was piqued by this response, and he asked Poemen, *'What is the tomb?" 
Poemen explained that ‘‘the tomb is the place of tears and compunction.” ?7 
Poemen shows, as Lemaire suggests, ‘‘a refined pedagogical sense’’ in his 
use of this particular text about Abraham to make his point about compunc- 
tion and salvation. The context for Poemen’s moral lesson connecting Abra- 
ham's purchase of the tomb with ‘‘weeping and compunction [Kk\avôuov 
Kai révbous]| ” is provided by the story of the death of Sara and the mourn- 
ing and tears of Abraham (LXX Gn 23:2: wev@noat) that introduces the 
episode of the purchase of the tomb in Genesis 23. Poemen draws on the 
mention of tears in the Genesis story to engage in a piece of ambitious and 
inventive interpretation: he blends an allegorical interpretation of Abraham's 
action of purchasing the tomb—seen as symbolizing weeping and compunc- 
tion—with a more subtle interpretation based on the significance of Abra- 
ham's action in the history of salvation. He begins by noting that it was 
through Abraham's act of faith in purchasing the tomb that he came to ‘‘in- 
herit the land." Poemen then makes a connection between tears and inheri- 
tance, using the example of Abraham to suggest to the brother who had 
come to ask him for a word, that tears and compunction are vitally important 
to salvation. If the brother will imitate Abraham and ‘‘purchase the tomb"' 
(‘the place of tears and compunction’) he too can "inherit the land.” ?* 

Another story of Abba Poemen shows how much he admired and sought 
to imitate Mary for the tears she wept at the foot of the cross. Once, Abba 
Isaac came upon Poemen while he was caught up ‘‘in ecstasy.” He was so 
struck by what he saw, that he threw himself before Poemen, and begged 
him, ‘‘Tell me where you were.” Poemen said, '*My thought was there, 
where holy Mary, the Mother of God stood and wept near the cross of the 
Savior [Jn 19:25]. Poemen acknowledged that it was the example of her 
tears which stood out for him above all else: ‘I wish I could always weep 
like that [kai €y@ T0eXov TaVTOTE otros kXaotew].''?? This episode re- 
veals again the intimacy and familiarity which the monks sometimes expe- 
rienced with their predecessors in the faith. Poemen's language suggests that 
he was taken out of himself in a powerful experience of ecstasy and found 
himself standing with Mary at the foot of the cross. Such an account illus- 
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trates how the monks’ experience of the biblical exemplars, while strongly 
influenced by their reading or hearing of the texts, was also affected to some 
extent by the piety of the desert. While Poemen clearly had in mind the 
scene from the Gospel where Mary is at the foot of the cross he also added 
something to the picture from his own personal piety. The verb *'to weep" 
[kaien] is not found applied to Mary in any Gospel, whether canonical or 
apocryphal.*° The trait of tears, which Poemen so admired in Mary, was 
probably attributed to her at least in part by Poemen's own piety—the sense 
of intimacy he had cultivated with this woman through years spent in her 
company. His reflection on the biblical story and his use of the example of 
Mary as one who was full of penthos was to some extent the fruit of his 
own contemplation.?! 

Another, very brief saying by Abba Poemen, brings us full circle in our 
reflections on the meaning and effects of penthos. Just as the cultivation of 
penthos was associated with an awareness of the nearness of the end time, 
so it was thought to help bring about a return to paradise. Poemen said that 
penthos does two things: ‘‘it works and it guards [épyá£erou kai 
$vXácce." ? This saying, through an allusion to a text from Genesis, 
reveals the practical effects of penthos and the world into which one was 
called to dwell through its practice. The phrase is borrowed from Gn 2:15, 
which describes how, in the time before woman was created, man was given 
the garden to ‘‘work it and guard over it [épyoZeo0au. avrov Kai 
$vXécocew].'" Penthos, in this sense, recalls human beings to the condi- 
tions of life which Scripture attributes to the inhabitants of paradise—what 
Hausherr calls the ‘‘recovery of divine familiarity." There is a profound 
intuition of the value of penthos in this reference to the state of innocence 
preceding the first sin, implying that through the cultivation of penthos, the 
ancient order of paradise can be restored to the present moment. Penthos, 
as this recollection of the text from Genesis suggests, implies both an on- 
going awareness of the grace of redemption and a responsibility to cultivate 
and care for it. A saying from Evagrius’s treatise On Prayer provides a hint 
for solving the riddle of these two words ‘‘work and keep": ''What you 
have been destined for from the beginning is to work and to keep.’’ In other 
words, as Hausherr notes: ‘‘In this new paradise, we find once again, close- 
ness to God.” ? 

What did this mean in practice? And what did penthos look like? We can 
catch a glimpse of the fulfillment of the biblical call to weep and realize 
intimacy with God in two stories of conversion contained in the Sayings. 
One of the ways Scripture was fulfilled in the desert was through effecting 
conversion, by bursting forth in a ‘‘word event’ of great power and trans- 
forming the life of the one who heard the text. There is a real drama to such 
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stories, for they raise the question of what it means to enter into conversa- 
tion with the world of the sacred texts and to take the risk of believing that 
what they say might be true. We see that to open oneself to the message of 
the sacred texts means to allow one’s inner depths to be pierced, to allow 
oneself to be transformed into a new being. 

A saying of Abba Paul the Simple shows how powerful an experience 
repentance and conversion could be for a person who had lost his way, and 
how the Word could help to bring about that repentance. The story begins 
with the acknowledgement that Abba Paul possessed a special gift: ‘‘[H]e 
had received the grace from the Lord of seeing the state of each one’s soul 
just as we see their faces.” One day, while observing the brothers in the 
church during the synaxis, Paul noticed that one of the brothers was dark 
inside and was being dominated by demons. At this sight, Abba Paul *'beat 
his breast and sat down in front of the church, weeping bitterly . . . [with] 
tears and compunction.'' After the synaxis, as everyone was coming out of 
the church, he saw that the man, who had been previously dark and gloomy, 
now had a shining face and a radiant body. At this dramatic turn of events, 
Paul leapt for joy, began to cry out and bless God, citing a number of 
biblical texts, and then beseeched the brother to tell him what had happened 
to him. Before all the others, the brother said: 


I am a sinful man; I have lived in fornication for a long time, right up to the 
present moment; when I went into the holy church of God, I heard the holy 
prophet Isaiah being read, or rather God speaking through him: ‘‘Wash you, 
make you clean, take away the evil from your hearts, learn to do good before 
my eyes. Even though your sins are like scarlet I will make them white like 
snow" (Is 1:16—18). And I . . . the fornicator, am filled with compunction 
in my heart because of the word of the prophet and I groan within myself, 
saying to God, ‘‘God, who came into the world to save sinners, that which 
you now proclaim by the mouth of Your prophet, fulfill in me who am a 
sinner and an unworthy man. . . . Master, from this time forward, receive 
me, as I repent and throw myself at your feet. . . ."?* 


The story illustrates several important aspects of the power of Scripture to 
effect conversion and be fulfilled in a new life. In the first place the brother 
indicates that what happened to him in the church was not simply that he 
heard the prophet Isaiah being read but that he heard ‘‘God speaking through 
him.’’ The living power of the word is acknowledged here in the strongest 
possible terms. Secondly, the effect of the word: ‘‘filled [him] with com- 
punction in his heart.'' The experience of compunction, of being pierced to 
the depths of one's being, was seen as being a direct effect of the Word of 
God. Finally, although the man had already begun to realize within himself 
the renewal of which the text from Isaiah speaks, he asked God to fuifill the 
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text in him, to bring to completion the good work that had been set in 
motion by the sacred text. 

The effect of penthos and the power of the sacred texts to effect transfor- 
mation can also be seen in a story told about Abba Serapion and a prostitute. 
In the story, we hear that Serapion encountered a “‘courtesan’’ as he was 
passing through a village and told the woman, ‘‘[E]xpect me this evening 
for I should like to come and spend the night with you.’’ The courtesan, not 
wanting to bypass an opportunity, agreed to meet him and returned to her 
dwelling to prepare the bed. Upon arriving, Serapion asked her if the bed 
was ready, and being told that everything had been prepared, said to her 
that he must first fulfill his ‘‘rule of prayer.’’ He then ‘‘took out the Psalter, 
and at each psalm he said a prayer for the prostitute, begging God that she 
might be converted and saved, and God heard him. The woman stood trem- 
bling and praying beside the old man. When he had completed the whole 
Psalter, the woman fell to the ground. Then the old man, beginning the 
Epistle, read a great deal from the apostle and completed his prayers. The 
woman was filled with compunction. . . .’’*> The power of the sacred texts 
to bring about conversion is clear from this story. Serapion makes no at- 
tempt to say any words of his own to the woman. Rather, he recited the 
Psalter and the Epistles and let them do their own work. He ‘‘helped the 
word event to happen,’’ which in this case meant enabling the words to 
pierce the woman’s heart and initiate the process of transformation. 


Asceticism and the Struggle against Evil 


To cultivate the intimacy with God initiated by penthos, the monks had to 
face on a daily basis that most perplexing of challenges: rooting out the 
sources of evil within themselves. An ability to discern the different ways 
in which demons, thoughts or passions attacked them was one of the most 
crucial necessities for those living in the desert. Many of the desert fathers’ 
stories present us with what appears a crude and naive depiction of demons, 
swarming through the skies above the desert, or tempting and testing the 
monks in endless guises in every possible circumstance. Yet their tendency 
to personify evil in this way should not lead one to think that the monks 
were unaware of the more subtle realities to which these personifications 
pointed. They were part of a culture which took the demonic world—every- 
thing that is intermediate between God and mortal—seriously: ''Virtually 
every one, pagan, Jewish, Christian, or Gnostic, believed in the existence 
of these beings and in their function as mediators, whether he called them 
daemons or angels or aions or simply ‘spirits’ (pneumata). . . . And the 
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‘daemonic man,’ who knew how to establish contact with them, was corre- 
spondingly esteemed.’’*° The monks took their own role as ‘‘daemonic men’’ 
seriously and gained esteem through their capacity to exorcise the demons 
from themselves and others. The often graphic and cartoonlike imagery of 
these demons in the Saying belies the clear sense among the monks that the 
real drama of the demonic was psychological. The demonic ‘‘was sensed as 
an extension of the self. A relationship with the demons involved something 
more intimate than attack from the outside: to ‘be tried by demons’ meant 
passing through a stage in the growth of awareness of the lower frontiers of 
the personality. The demonic stood not merely for all that was hostile to 
man; the demons summed up all that was anomalous and incomplete in 
man.’’*” The monks showed themselves to be fully aware that the source of 
their most trenchant and problematic impulses and actions arose from within 
themselves. As Syncletica noted, ‘‘They attack us from outside, and they 
also stir us up from within." '?? Poemen put this in even starker terms, say- 
ing, ‘‘Our own wills become demons." ?? To a brother who asked about the 
passions, Sisoes recalled the words of James, ‘* ‘Each person is tempted 
when he is lured and enticed by his own desire (Jas 1:14).' ’?*° The ascet- 
ical life, then, sought to free the monk from the domination by the demons 
that beset him. This helps to explain the urgency with which questions about 
demons, thoughts, and passions were put to the elders; it was only by root- 
ing out the sources of these impulses that the monk could become free to 
love. Questions about the meaning and purpose of this struggle against evil 
and of the different ascetical practices which were meant to aid battling the 
demons thus comprised an important part of the dialogue between master 
and disciple. To address these concerns regarding the appropriate use of 
fasting and vigils and the complex psychological issues associated with the 
struggle with thoughts and passions, the elders found Scripture an invaluable 
source of illumination and insight. It provided guidance, understanding, and 
wisdom as well as strength and protection in the midst of this struggle. 


Asceticism 


Physical asceticism was one of the means by which the monks sought to 
gain freedom from the domination of the demons. By asceticism, however, 
one is not necessarily talking about the most excessive displays of rigor for 
which the desert fathers are often known. Attitudes toward physical asceti- 
cism among the desert monks were more complex than often appears from 
a cursory glance at the literature.*’ Notwithstanding occasional instances of 
extreme behavior, which reveal a desire to reduce the body to submission 
in the most brutal fashion, the general tone of the Sayings on the subject of 
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asceticism is moderate. The monks were aware of the complex relationship 
between the body and the mind and knew better than to attribute the source 
of all their problems to their bodies. Yet they also knew that they were 
limited by their physical bodies and that ignoring those limitations would 
only lead to disaster. They sought therefore to dominate their bodies, that 
is, not to submit to all physical urges if they violated the monk’s desires 
and goals. At the same time, they knew enough to care for the body, to 
treat it as the fragile vessel that it was. In their quest to find a balance in 
the practice of asceticism, and to help them keep a close watch on their 
attitudes toward such practical matters as eating, sleeping, and sexuality, the 
monks drew upon the guidance of Scripture. In these reflections, Scripture 
served sometimes as a foil to help the monks overcome the most obvious 
forms of self-deception, sometimes as a mirror in which they could examine 
their motives and actions clearly, and other times as a guide to be followed 
with care. 

Asceticism was a way of guarding against one’s own worst impulses and 
tendencies. In their prolonged struggle against the various demons and temp- 
tations that beset them, the desert fathers looked to the experiences of cer- 
tain biblical predecessors who had endured temptations of their own. Adam, 
who was revered by the monks as the original patriarch,** and as the repre- 
sentative of the time of paradise before the fall, was also remembered as the 
first one to be deceived by the devil. Abba Isidore held Adam up as a 
warning to those in the desert who were beset by temptations, that they 
should not do as Adam did and give in to them.** Clearly such counsel was 
not easy to adopt, and other exemplars were seen as providing positive models 
for how the monks should behave in the midst of their struggles. The patri- 
arch Abraham, honored by the monks as the ‘‘father of the Jews," ^^ was 
seen as exemplifying the kind of commitment required to endure the trials 
of monastic asceticism. In one instance, some brothers urged one of the 
elders to lessen his ascetic efforts. But the elder demurred, citing the ex- 
ample of Abraham: *'I tell you, my children, that Abraham, when he saw 
the great gifts of God, had to repent for not having striven beforehand.” ? 
This saying is significant for it reveals that asceticism was more than a 
matter of naked effort on the part of the monk. It was, like Abraham's 
response to the covenant, a heartfelt act of thanksgiving for the touch of 
grace. The monks were capable of resorting to ingenious interpretations to 
connect their own struggles with those of their biblical predecessors. We see 
an example of this in Poemen's reference to David as a champion of the 
ascetical struggle. In this particular case Poemen takes the interpretation in 
a distinctly allegorical direction, recalling the time “‘when [David] was fighting 
with the lion, seized it by the throat, and killed it immediately [1 Sm 17:35].’’ 
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Poemen goes on to compare this struggle to the battle the monks face, and 
the means they must be prepared to use if they hope to triumph: ‘‘If we take 
ourselves by the throat, and by the belly, with the help of God, we shail 
overcome the invisible lion.’’“° David was presented as ‘‘the fighter." Even 
though the monks faced a very different kind of fight, they could still look 
to David as one who showed courage in the face of adversity. 

The ascetical exercises carried out by the monks could be difficult and 
questions sometimes arose about the proper limits of such exercises. In one 
instance Abba Abraham questioned Abba Ares about a task which he had 
ordered a brother to carry out, wondering whether it was not too ‘‘heavy [of 
a] burden [$opría Bapéa]’’ for the young man. This is the same expression 
Jesus used in the Gospel to condemn the practice of the pharisees (Mt 23:4), 
and Abba Abraham expressed similar doubts about the usefulness of such 
heavy ascetical burdens. Unlike the situation which called forth Jesus’ con- 
demnation in the Gospel, however, Abba Ares noted that he had carefully 
weighed this burden, which was designed to meet the needs of the particular 
brother. Not only was Abba Ares careful not to give the brother anything 
heavier than he could carry; he was attentive to provide the brother with 
precisely the stimulus he needed to penetrate more deeply within himself.^" 
On another occasion, Abba Joseph asked Abba Poemen how he should fast. 
Poemen responded that it was better to eat a little every day than to extend 
a fast inordinately. But Joseph pressed him on this, for he knew that in his 
younger days Poemen had fasted for long periods of time. Poemen admitted 
that he had done this at one time, but that he had changed his practice in 
favor of the general consensus established by the elders: ‘‘The fathers tried 
all this out as they were able and found it preferable to eat every day, but 
just a small amount. They have left us this ‘Royal Way’ [Bariy oóóv] 
[Nm 20:17] which is light.’’“* Poemen's use of this biblical expression, 
“Royal Way,"' to describe a moderate approach to fasting illustrates how a 
certain monastic practice could sometimes be ‘‘explained’’ in light of a 
prominent biblical figure or idea. It also indicates the recurring tendency to 
transpose diverse biblical themes to the psychological or ascetical realm. 
However, the use of the expression Royal Way to describe the way of mod- 
eration in fasting is not altogether arbitrary. The Royal Way in the Old 
Testament refers to the route by which Moses sought to lead the Hebrews 
through Edom and Moab. It was the major international route that trans- 
versed the entire length of the Transjordan plateau, and was used by all 
kinds of travelers. The Royal Way of asceticism, which was developed through 
long experience in the desert, had a similarly wide appeal. It was moderate 
enough to be used, not simply by an elite band of ascetical warriors, but by 
the entire range of people who took up life in the desert. 
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Poemen’s moderate approach to asceticism did not mean that he under- 
estimated its importance. He clearly believed that the detachment wrought 
by asceticism could help to curb certain abuses of freedom. Citing a simple 
moral injunction from Ps 118:37: ‘‘Turn away your eyes lest they behold 
vanity,” Poemen commented, ‘‘Freedom destroys souls [EXevOepia duyàs 
&vatpei]."' ? Poemen’s critique of freedom reflects an insightful psycholog- 
ical interpretation of the concrete language of the psalm. In the psalm, the 
“‘eyes’’ suggest all sensible and imaginative knowledge and even the seat of 
knowledge, the heart. Poemen takes the word ‘‘eyes’’ in this rich sense to 
urge his listeners to refrain from the kind of indiscriminate lusting after 
knowledge which poses as freedom and which can destroy the soul. He 
invites them instead to discipline the eyes of the body and to be discrimi- 
nating about what they take into their inner world.?? Abba Cronius else- 
where interpreted Scripture allegorically in order to emphasize the impor- 
tance of asceticism in the life of the monk. He said, ‘‘If Moses had not led 
his sheep to Mount Sinai, he would not have seen the fire in the bush [Ex 
3:1-17]." When a brother asked him what the burning bush symbolized, 
Cronius told him ‘‘the bush signifies bodily action’’— or asceticism. He am- 
plified the meaning of this by citing a text from the Gospel of Matthew 
(13:44): ‘‘The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure hid in a field.” This 
prompted another question from the brother: **So a person does not advance 
toward any reward without bodily affliction?’’ Cronius responded with two 
more biblical texts to affirm the truth of this: *"Truly it is written, ‘Looking 
to Jesus, the pioneer of and perfecter of our faith who for the joy which was 
set before him, endured the cross (Heb 12:2).' David also said, 'I will not 
give sleep to mine eyes nor slumber to my eyelids, until I find a place for 
the Lord (Ps 132:4).' >! There is something fairly arbitrary in Cronius's 
allegorical interpretation of this Old Testament passage, especially consid- 
ering that he is referring to a matter of great significance in the spiritual life 
in the desert. The arbitrariness of the correspondence between ‘‘the bush’’ 
and ''bodily affliction" says something about how presuppositions influ- 
enced interpretation in this approach. The issue in question is clear: asceti- 
cism occupied a central part of the desert life. Cronius chose the original 
text from Exodus as a result of this assumption and his interpretation of the 
text follows naturally from it. There is very little in the text from Exodus to 
support his claim that Moses’ journey to the bush represented ‘‘bodily ac- 
tion" or asceticism. The additional texts cited actually come closer to sup- 
porting the claim being made about the need for asceticism, and they are 
used to broaden and deepen the interpretation of the first text. In spite of the 
arbitrary character of the allegory, there is something carefully considered 
in Cronius's approach to interpretation in this saying. It has to do with what 
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he sees as the aim of the monastic life: finding God. Moses, David, and 
Jesus are all portrayed as having been steadfast and courageous in their 
faith. All of them had come to know the presence of God. The image of the 
fire in the bush becomes a lively image of the possibility of this presence in 
the life of the monk. 

A saying of Abba Poemen also combines allegorical and exemplary inter- 
pretation to emphasize the importance of asceticism in pursuit of the monks’ 
deepest goals. And again, we see the effect of the monks’ interests on the 
interpretation of Scripture. The saying begins by stating clearly the central 
point that Poemen wishes to make: ‘‘Poverty, hardship, austerity and fast- 
ing, such are the instruments of the solitary life." This truth is then con- 
firmed by a citation from Scripture, which has been reworked to fit the 
context: ‘‘It is written, ‘When these three men are together, Noah, Job, and 
Daniel, there am I, says the Lord.’(Ez 14:14).’’ Poemen then makes the 
correspondence clear: **Noah represents poverty, Job suffering, and Daniel 
discernment. So if these three works are found in a man, the Lord dwells in 
him.''?? In this saying, Poemen attempts to show that the four principal 
points of monastic asceticism are represented by three figures of the Old 
Testament. He cites Ez 14:14 (following the LXX which has read Daniel 
for Danel, a legendary figure less well known than the prophet Daniel), but 
only briefly, as an allusion. This in itself is significant, for Poemen simply 
assumes that the context of his allusion is well known to his hearers, an 
indirect indication of the extent of their biblical culture. Poemen modifies 
the order of the appearance of the biblical figures, so that Noah who repre- 
sents poverty is now followed by Job who represents suffering, reflecting no 
doubt the experience of the monks themselves, for whom material poverty 
often represented a real source of suffering. The correspondence of the text 
in Ezekiel with the list of principles Poemen cites at the beginning of the 
saying is less than exact, as is the correspondence between the original set- 
ting of the text and the meaning Poemen construes from it. Of the four 
virtues mentioned at the beginning, two appear in the interpretation of the 
biblical passage, and a fifth, discernment, is added to the list as that virtue 
exemplified by Daniel. Similarly, the original setting of the passage has to 
do with the power of these saints as intercessors. But Poemen's interpreta- 
tion reveals that for him the most important aspect of the text was the heroic 
practice of virtue of these saints, which made such prayer possible. The 
saying as a whole and the allegorical interpretation in particular serve to 
illustrate how the desert fathers conceived of the monastic life and how 
important Scripture was as a formative influence in that life. The practical 
works of asceticism are shown to be important, but only as a means to an 
end. Furthermore, these practices are seen, not as inventions of the desert 
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monks or a departure from the way of Scripture, but as derived from the 
practice of the great biblical exemplars. 


Enduring Temptation 


The reality of temptation and of the struggle against evil leaps from nearly 
every page of the Sayings. If asceticism helped to clear the ground, resis- 
tance to the demons was necessary for ‘‘uprooting’’ the most tenacious pas- 
sions and thoughts from within. Although on one level, the monks certainly 
did not welcome the struggle, they recognized that such testing was a nec- 
essary part of the process of purification which would enable them to partic- 
ipate in the kingdom of God. 

In this conviction, they felt themselves to be recapitulating the experience 
of Jesus in the New Testament. As one would expect, the example of Jesus’ 
fasting and enduring temptation in the desert was of special importance to 
the desert fathers. There are numerous references in the Sayings to the idea 
of monks spending forty days in the wilderness. The way the monks thought 
about the desert and about spending time in solitude owed a great deal, 
either explicitly or implicitly, to the example of Jesus. It was said of Abba 
Sarmatus for instance, that, on Abba Poemen’s advice, he was ‘‘often alone 
for forty days.”’* Abba James once spent forty days alone in the wilderness 
trying to discern the meaning of a particularly difficult doctrinal idea; on 
another occasion passing forty days in the wilderness helped him to over- 
come a fierce and persistent demon.** We hear elsewhere of one who was 
afflicted with ‘‘battles’’ with the demons, and who didn’t know how he 
could overcome them. An elder told him: “‘Take forty measures of bread 
and palm leaves for forty days’ work with you, and go to the interior desert, 
and stay there for forty days; and may the Lord's will be done.’’*> The 
desert fathers were not explicit about their reasons for spending this specific 
amount of time in solitude. However, the recurring mention of spending 
forty days alone in the wilderness is a reminder of the symbolic importance 
of Jesus’ example. In fleeing into solitude and doing battle with the demons 
there, they were imitating the one who had gone before them and van- 
quished the evil powers in the desert. 

The monks also drew upon other biblical images to help them understand 
and endure their trials. Amma Theodora, for instance, used allusions from 
Scripture to characterize the harshness of the age in which she and the monks 
were living and to suggest the qualities needed to endure it. *'Just as the 
trees, if they have not stood before the winter's storms cannot bear fruit, so 
it is with us; this present age is a storm and without many trials and temp- 
tations we cannot obtain an inheritance in the kingdom of heaven [Acts 
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14:22; Jas 2:5]."?* Theodora apparently conflates phrases from Acts and 
James to drive home her message that entering the kingdom in such a stormy 
age will require one to either skillfully negotiate or simply endure the buf- 
feting winds of trials and temptations. Temptations were valued in the desert 
not simply for their own sake but because they comprised a testing fire 
through which one gained experience. Poemen commented, in language 
echoing the letter of James: ''Experience is a good thing; it is that which 
teaches a person to be tested [Jas 1:12].°°*? This experience [meipa] of 
which Poemen speaks—linguistically related to temptation [rewpaoués|— 
was valued because it gave one the practical knowledge necessary for ‘‘dis- 
cernment of spirits.’ And such discernment had important implications for 
the monk—in his solitude and in his relations with others. The ability to 
distinguish between different spirits was quite simply a matter of survival 
for the monk living in the lonely solitude of the desert. Because he often 
went for days, weeks, or even months without anyone to advise him, it was 
essential that he learned to evaluate the shifting winds of the spirits. Pos- 
sessing genuine experience in such matters could also have an effect on 
one’s relations to others; it could mean the difference between helping and 
harming another person. We hear of one anchorite, esteemed and admired 
by many, but who was ‘‘without experience [äpewpos] of the great astute- 
ness of the demon who was setting snares for him."' As a result, he caused 
himself and others great harm.?? 

One of the most basic strategies for resisting the demons was to rebuke 
them, not allowing them any stature or authority. Examples from Scripture 
taught the monks this and reminded them of their authority over demons. 
And, as we noted earlier, the words of Scripture themselves were thought 
to be particularly effective in issuing rebukes. In one saying, we hear that 
some demons asked one of the old men, “‘Do you want to see Christ?" The 
old man answered them sharply, citing a passage from the Gospels: '*A curse 
on you and on whatever you say! In truth, I believe in my Christ who has 
said, ‘If someone says to you, here is Christ, or there he is, do not believe 
him [Mk 13:21].’ And immediately, they vanished.''?? To a monk who was 
constantly plagued by a particular sin, Poemen suggested that he use a phrase 
from the Psalms to deflect the poison of Satan's arrow: ‘‘[E]very time this 
thought comes to you say, 'It is no affair of mine, may your blasphemy 
remain upon you Satan [Ps 7:17], for my soul does not want it.’ ''9? 

The desert fathers were convinced that the words of Scripture possessed 
the power to deliver them from evil, and during moments of intense temp- 
tation they acted upon this conviction. In one instance, a certain monk who 
was troubled by sexual temptations asked Abba Amoun what he should do 
when he had to go out on errands and was exposed to this temptation. The 
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old man answered, with language echoing Scripture, ‘‘Whatever the hour 
when the temptation comes upon you, say, ‘God of all virtue [Ps 58:6], by 
the prayers of my father [Ex 15:2], save me from it.” ’’ One day, when a 
young woman entered his cell and closed the door behind her, he found 
himself weakening, and ‘‘he began to cry out with all his might [Mt 27:46], 
‘God of my father, save me,’ and immediately he found himself on the road 
to Scetis.’’°! The pedagogical point of the story, in spite of the implausibil- 
ity of the monk’s manner of escape, would have been clear to those facing 
similar temptations: the Word of God has the power to effect what it says, 
and to deliver those who speak this language in beseeching God for help. 
Sometimes the intensity of the struggle was such that one would be hard 
pressed to utter any words at all. Abba Moses recognized that although there 
were times when one might be reduced to throwing oneself before the mercy 
of God without any words, even here Scripture provided a model for the 
monks to emulate. Someone asked him, ‘‘What should a person do in all 
the temptations that come upon him and in every thought of the enemy 
[Aoyiou& Tov éx0pov]?'" Moses responded, ‘‘He should weep before the 
goodness of God in order that God might come to help him. He will have 
peace immediately if he prays with knowledge [@va7raverat Taxéws, éàv 
rapara\n év yvwoer]. For it is written, ‘With the Lord on my side I do 
not fear. What can man do to me’ (Ps 118:6)?” ® It is interesting that Moses 
does not advise his questioner to recite the text from the Psalms when he 
feels himself being overwhelmed by temptation. Rather, he uses the text as 
a reminder of the power of God and as a means of encouraging the monk to 
have confidence to cry out to God in a moment of crisis. This story suggests 
that the work of resisting attacks of the demons had less to do with a stren- 
uous ascetical effort or even with recitation of particular texts from Scripture 
than with a total release into the arms of God.© 

The innumerable ways in which demons worked to overwhelm those who 
had taken up life in the desert led the elders to scour Scripture for help, 
seeking not only words of power but also words of encouragement. Amma 
Syncletica suggested a whole catalogue of biblical texts to be used in time 
of trial. To those who are severely tried, she says: 


Rejoice that God visits you and keep this sweet-sounding word on your lips, 
*"The Lord has chastened me sorely but he has not given me over unto death”? 
(Ps 117:18) . . . Have you been given a thorn in the flesh [2 Cor 12:7]? 
Exult, and see who else was treated like that: it is an honor to have the same 
sufferings as Paul. Are you being tried by fever? Are you being taught by 
cold? Indeed Scripture says, ‘‘We went through fire and water; yet you have 
brought us forth to a spacious place’’ (Ps 65:12). . . . By this share of 
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wretchedness you will be made perfect. For he said: ‘‘The Lord hears when I 
call him’’ (Ps 4:3). It is with these exercises that we train our soul, seeing 
that we are under the eyes of our enemy.™ 


Syncletica’s words remind us again that these exercises were an oral phe- 
nomenon, that much of their value came from keeping these ‘‘sweet-sounding 
words’’ on the lips. Her choice of texts also suggests that an awareness of 
the content of the biblical passages recited was as important to the work of 
resisting the demons as a consciousness of their inherent power. Here, the 
scriptural passages recited served to remind the one who was beset by at- 
tacks that others who had gone before had also endured, and that God was 
not removed from the struggle. 

The eucharist was a source of deep solace to the monks in the midst of 
their struggles, and Abba Poemen reminded his listeners of this with a color- 
ful interpretation of one of the Psalms. Poemen cites Ps 42:1, **As the hart 
longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for You, my God,” and en- 
gages in an explicitly allegorical interpretation of the text. He first illumi- 
nates the text by drawing on an animal legend concerning harts in the desert 
who devour venomous reptiles and then must drink from the springs to as- 
suage the venom's burning. He then suggests that the monks are like those 
harts in that they ‘‘are burned by the venom of evil demons, and they long 
for Saturday and Sunday to come to be able to go to the springs of water, 
that is to say, the body and blood of the Lord, so as to be purified from the 
bitterness of the evil one." 9 This saying shows the blending of allegory 
and typology. In a sense, the spring of the Psalms is a type of the true spring 
to come in Christ, and a type of the eucharist; there is a historical progres- 
sion. At the same time, the action of the hart drinking at the spring is made 
to stand for the spiritual struggle of the monks against the demons. A further 
point of interest in this passage is the explicitly christological reading of the 
Psalm. The naturalness of Poemen's interpretation indicates how readily this 
christological hermeneutical principle, which was so important in patristic 
exegesis, was accepted in the desert. 

Simply enduring long stretches of temptation and struggle was a profound 
challenge for many in the desert. Certain biblical figures were seen as pro- 
viding evidence that it was indeed possible to persevere through such diffi- 
culties. A young brother complained to Abba Poemen that his heart tended 
to waver and become lukewarm whenever a little suffering came his way. 
Poemen responded by citing the example of endurance provided by two 
biblical heroes: **Do we not admire Joseph, a young man of seventeen, for 
enduring temptation to the end? And God glorified him. Do we not also see 
Job, how he suffered to the end, and lived in endurance?’’ These two figures 
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are clearly part of Poemen’s own experience. It is their proximity to his own 
life and his sense of the reality of their triumph over adversity which enables 
him to declare to the brother with confidence and authority: ‘‘Temptations 
cannot destroy hope in God.’’® Abba Orsisius also refers to the example of 
Joseph's endurance, although for him, Joseph is seen as a model for those 
who would hold positions of leadership in the monastic community. He 
notes a specific quality in Joseph's outlook which helped to produce his 
endurance and which should be imitated by the monks: fear of God. Using 
an image which would have been familiar to those living in the desert, 
Orsisius said: ‘‘If an unbaked brick is put in the foundation near to the river, 
it does not last for a single day, but baked it lasts like stone. So the man 
with the carnal disposition of soul who has not been in the fire through fear 
of God like Joseph [Gn 39:7ff; Ps 104:19] utterly disintegrates when he 
accepts a position of authority." 5^ Looking toward the example of Joseph, 
Orsisius implied, could help the monk to accept the testing fire as a neces- 
sary part of his growth. 

Sometimes more than endurance was necessary for overcoming the de- 
mons. The monk had to cultivate a discerning eye, to know how to respond 
to the shifting winds of the inner world. Abba Poemen recognized that the 
most devastating kind of self-delusion could be avoided if one learned to 
keep from giving way to certain thoughts. On the question of impure thoughts, 
Abba Poemen cited Is 10:15, “Is the axe any use without someone to cut 
with it? He commented on this text: ‘‘If you do not make use of these 
thoughts, they will be ineffectual too.'' The quotation from Isaiah is ren- 
dered fairly loosely and is given a different sense from the original context. 
In Isaiah, it marked a contrast between human beings and God. Poemen 
uses it to suggest that if one is wise enough not to give certain thoughts a 
foothold, they will not be able to do any damage. The text is quoted for a 
very practical purpose: to show those who are plagued by thoughts how to 
begin the process of turning back the tide. 

Another story dealing with discernment tells of a brother who asked Cro- 
nius what to do about his problem with forgetfulness. ‘What should I do to 
correct the forgetfulness which captures my spirit, and prevents me from 
perceiving anything until I am led into sin?''? Cronius responded by re- 
counting the story in which the Philistines captured the ark of the covenant 
and drew it to the temple of Dagon their god, who then fell to the ground 
dead (1 Sm 5:1—5). What this means, he said, is that “‘if the demons attempt 
to capture a person's spirit through his own impetus, they draw him in this 
manner until they lead him to an invisible passion. But if, at that point, the 
spirit returns, seeks after God and remembers the eternal judgment, im- 
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mediately the passion falls away and disappears. It is written, ‘In returning 
and rest you shall be saved’ (Is 30;15).”’ 

This is clearly an allegorical interpretation of an Old Testament text, in 
that the meaning of the text is said to be found in the spiritual drama of 
salvation being worked out in the soul of the one who posed the question. 
At the same time the story is meant to act as a model of how not to respond 
to a particular form of temptation. Although it would seem at first sight that 
the relationship between the question posed and the answer given from 
Scripture is remote and arbitrary, there are several hints in the text which 
reveal the kind of logic at work here. It is likely that a word in the brother’s 
original question—the one rendered as ‘*captured’’—helped to link the ques- 
tion with the text from Samuel. The questioner asked about the problem of 
forgetfulness (7/0) which ‘‘captures [aiyuadtwrtloton])’’ his spirit. Ap- 
parently this recalled to Cronius's mind the episode in 1 Samuel in which 
the ark of the covenant was captured by the Philistines. Having settled on 
the passage in this almost arbitrary way, Cronius proceeded to draw further 
and more significant parallels. He pointed out that just as the questioner was 
seeking to understand how he was led (é€véyxy) into sin, so the text of 
Samuel considers how the ark was led (qveyxav) into the house of Dagon. 
Similarly, as the Philistines drew (éavpov) the ark into their temple, so the 
demons attempted to draw (voectvpworv) a person and **lead"' (évéykoauv) 
him to ‘‘invisible passions.’’ Finally, as a way of bringing the discussion 
full circle, Cronius suggested a solution to the problem of forgetting, which 
was at its root a matter of forgetting the meaning of salvation. Since part of 
the cause of such forgetfulness was being too passive and allowing oneself 
to be led into sin, Cronius suggested that the brother should turn, seek after 
God, and remember the eternal judgment. Like the power of the ark of the 
covenant which overcame Dagon, so also through this act of turning and 
remembering, ‘‘immediately the passion falls away and disappears.'' Cro- 
nius concludes by quoting Isaiah: *'In returning and rest, you shall be saved 
(Is 30:15).’’ This final quotation of Isaiah acts as a kind of interpretive key, 
helping to shed light on both the original question and on the text from 1 
Samuel. It is by returning that one is able to keep from being led away by 
the invisible passions; and in returning, one finds salvation. 


Vigilance 


An important part of the ascetical practice in the desert was vigilance, or 
watchfulness. The monks kept vigil not only by remaining awake deep into 
the night reciting their synaxis, but also strove to cultivate a continual inte- 
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rior vigilance. Abba Poemen emphasized to the desert monks the importance 
of vigilance as well as the accompanying gifts, saying, ‘‘[Vligilance, self- 
knowledge, and discernment. . . are the guides of the soul.” ? By keeping 
watch the monks hoped to protect themselves from the assaults of the evil 
one and to develop a heightened sensitivity to the presence of God. The use 
of ‘‘vigilance [vyts] as a moral term occurs frequently in the Sayings and 
follows a similar usage of the term in the New Testament.”! Vigilance is 
associated with the verb ‘‘to watch [ypmyopew]" in 1 Thes 5:6 (‘‘let us 
watch and be sober’’—ypryop@pev koi vibwnuer) and 1 Pt 5:8 (“Be sober, 
be watchful’’—vjwate, ypnyopñoure). In these New Testament passages, 
the word is connected closely with its root meaning, ''to be sober.” This 
moral connotation can be seen in a saying of Abba Poemen concerning pu- 
rity. When he was asked about impurities, he replied, ‘‘If we pay careful 
attention to our practice and are very watchful [vjwwev], we shall not find 
impurities within ourselves.” ?? 

The need for vigilance was often expressed in terms of the exhortation to 
**watch yourself [7pdceyve aeavró].'" This phrase may have derived partly 
from biblical use (Gn 24:6; Ex 23:21), but it also had a long history of 
usage in ancient philosophy and the church.” In the desert the expression 
referred in general terms to the need to be attentive to all the inner motiva- 
tions and desires which drive a person. Sometimes it was the only thing that 
needed to be said. Once, when a brother came seeking a word from him, 
Abba Ammoes remained silent for seven days. Finally he sent the brother 
away, saying simply, **Go, watch yourself.'' "* Nor was this **watching of 
oneself" understood as a purely interior activity; it extended to the practical 
sphere as well. To a brother caught with a woman in his cell, Abba Am- 
monas, after forgiving him, warned him of the danger of his situation, say- 
ing: **[W]atch yourself, brother! ? In other words, watch what you do. 

Vigilance meant learning to be mindful of God's presence. Sometimes 
this learning process led to some unlikely readings of Scripture. For Abba 
John Colobos, *'[w]atching [bu\akñ] means to sit in the cell and always be 
mindful of God." He elaborated on this, pointing out: ‘‘This is what is 
meant by, ‘I was in prison [duaakÿ] and you came to me’ (Mt 25:36)."' 76 
John's interpretation of this text is, as Mortari notes, truly singular.” It is 
also quite revealing. The Greek word in Matthew's gospel, duvAaky, refers 
to the ‘‘prison’’ or ‘‘prison cell’’ in which the hidden Christ dwells and to 
which the true disciple, moved by love for the ‘‘least of Christ's brothers 
and sisters,” makes a visit. John Colobos takes this word in a different 
sense and uses it to refer to the ‘‘watchfulness’’ or vigilance (GvXa«1)) that 
the monk should keep in his monastic cell. In spite of the unusual logic 
John uses here, his interpretation of the text makes a certain amount of 
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sense. The encounter with the hidden Christ in the prison cell is a useful 
image for reminding the monk of the purpose of his practice of vigilance. 
The object of this vigilance is after all, says John, to be ‘‘always mindful 
of [the presence] of God [uwnuovedeir tov 0eod Távrore]." The monk, 
keeping watch in his cell, remains always mindful of the presence of the 
hidden Christ there.7* 

An anonymous saying emphasizes the need for vigilance by glossing a 
text on prayer from the Gospel of Matthew: ‘‘Do you wish to be saved after 
death?" an old man asked one of the brothers. ‘‘Go, seek and you shall 
find; watch and knock and it will be opened to you [Mt 7:7 ff ].^ ? The old 
man either inadvertently or purposely added a word—‘‘watch’’ 
(yenyopnoov)—not found in the text from Matthew, to his comment. This 
one word significantly alters the meaning of the biblical text and reveals 
how the desert fathers could reread a text in light of their own interests and 
concerns. An important element of prayer, for this elder, and for the desert 
fathers as a whole, was vigilance, and he was quite willing to gloss the text 
from Matthew to make this clear. 

For Orsisius, vigilance was associated explicitly with ‘‘guarding the heart.” 
He explains the consequences of failing to guard the heart with the help of 
images from two different Gospel passages: ‘‘[I]f a man does not guard his 
heart well [buéën THY éavrov kapótav Kadws], he will forget and ne- 
glect everything he has heard, and thus the enemy, finding room in him [Mt 
12:44] will overthrow him. It is like a lamp filled with oil and lit; if you 
forget to replenish the oil [Mt 25:3ff], gradually it goes out and eventually 
darkness will prevail.’’ To this biblical image of the lamp and the oil, Or- 
sisius adds another twist, possibly drawn from his own experience. ''It is 
still worse," he says, ‘‘if a rat happens to get near the lamp and tries to eat 
the wick; it cannot do so before the oil is exhausted, but when it sees the 
lamp not only without light, but also without heat, it tries to pull out the 
wick and brings the lamp down."' Orsisius then offers his own comments 
on the meaning of these images and the consequences of not keeping vigi- 
lance: ‘‘[T]he Holy Spirit gradually withdraws until his warmth is com- 
pletely extinguished. Finally, the enemy devours the ardor of the soul, and 
wickedness spoils the body too.'' 9? Guarding the heart, or vigilance, is linked 
here, as it is elsewhere in the Sayings, with memory. Failure to guard the 
heart is said to result in one forgetting everything he has heard, either par- 
ticular biblical texts or words of salvation uttered by the elders or, in a more 
general sense, all that one has heard regarding the meaning of salvation. 
Vigilance, here meaning remembrance of the story of salvation, is a key to 
the salvation of one's soul. Orsisius drives the point home in an effective 
fashion through his use of the two scriptural texts. The first, concerning the 
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enemy finding room in an empty house, is interpreted in psychological terms 
to indicate the dangers of a vacant mind. The second text, an allusion from 
the parable of the wise and foolish virgins, uses the vivid image of the 
fading lamp to express the terrible consequences of allowing the heat and 
light from the lamp to fade. As if that were not enough to drive the point 
home, Orsisius offers his own image—probably not unfamiliar to those liv- 
ing in the desert—of a rat chewing on the wick of a lamp without oil. 
Conversely, remembrance and a return to guarding one’s heart would bring 
with it the inner climate in which the Spirit might dwell. 

A saying recorded under Abba Cronius’s name blends an allegorical inter- 
pretation of a biblical text with a moral application to express the complex 
psychological processes involved in the practice of vigilance. And it reveals, 
as we have seen elsewhere, how the desert fathers’ predispositions could 
affect the choice and interpretation of a biblical text. A brother asked Abba 
Cronius for a word, to which the old man responded by telling part of the 
story of Elisha and the Shunamite woman (2 Kings 4:8-17): ‘‘When Elisha 
came to the Shunamite, he found her not having relations with anyone. So 
she conceived and bore a child through the coming of Elisha.’’ The brother 
asked Cronius the meaning of this word, and he responded: ''If a soul is 
vigilant and withdraws from all distraction and abandons its own will, then 
the spirit of God enters into it and, though it was barren, it can henceforth 
conceive.’’*! Although Cronius is not explicit here about the manner in 
which he moves from the biblical text to his interpretation, its allegorical 
character is clear: the Shunamite woman represents the soul and Elisha rep- 
resents the Holy Spirit acting on the soul.#? We can see in Cronius's inter- 
pretation of this text, how his prejudice—in this case his awareness of a 
question with real currency in the desert—influenced his choice and render- 
ing of the text as well as his particular way of interpreting it. The question 
which the brother posed to him was of the most general kind, but Cronius 
perceived that behind the question was a more particular concern: how to 
overcome inner dryness in order to begin living a more fruitful life. Cro- 
nius's choice of text and his interpretation are therefore guided by a concern 
to shed light on this problem and to present an example of how one can 
overcome distractions and willfulness and experience the presence of the 
Holy Spirit. He makes a special point of noting that the Shunamite woman 
**did not have relations with anyone’’ and that the subsequent conception 
and birth of a son occurred in a miraculous way through the coming of 
Elisha. Yet, nowhere does the text of 2 Kings mention any connection 
between the Shunamite woman's lack of relations with others—including 
her husband—and her conception of a son through Elisha's blessing. The 
text only says that she had not been able to bear any children. Cronius, in 
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emphasizing her ‘‘lack of relations’’ with others, apparently wanted to show 
both the miraculous character of the birth and the contribution the Shunamite 
woman made—through her restraint—to this miracle. While the woman’s 
restraint is not specifically mentioned in the biblical text, it is easy to see 
how Cronius could have arrived at such a picture. For the biblical text does 
speak of the woman’s single-minded devotion to Elisha, a quality which 
apparently greatly impressed Elisha. The woman’s lack of relations is, in 
fact, another way of talking about her singlemindedness toward the things 
of God. Having established the importance of the Shunamite woman’s lack 
of relations as one of the conditions which allowed her to overcome her 
barrenness, Cronius easily shows how this applies to the brother who put 
the question to him, who was longing for his own barren soul to bear fruit. 
Cronius suggests that, like the Shunamite woman, the brother’s soul must 
be characterized by lack of relations—by vigilance, singlemindedness, and 
abandonment to God’s will. These attitudes will provide the conditions un- 
der which the blessing of Elisha—the birth of the Holy Spirit in his soul— 
can become a reality. 


Scripture was immensely helpful to the monks in their attempt to illuminate 
the challenges and possibilities of the life they had taken up in the desert. 
Their recollection of the immanent judgment to come, while it may well 
have owed something to popular beliefs within the contemporary Egyptian 
world, also drew heavily on images from Scripture. These images of the end 
served as a vivid reminder to the monks of their mortality; they also filled 
the world of the monks with a sense of moral urgency and purpose. The 
same urgency characterized the monks experience of repentance, and its 
characteristic expression in the desert tears. The biblical texts witnessing to 
the need for true repentance struck a deep chord within the monks. They 
sought to rekindle in their own lives the spirit of repentance found in the 
Gospels and exemplified by some of the great figures of Scripture. Through 
empathy and imitation, the monks opened themselves to be pierced by the 
unpredictable spirit of penthos. Only in so doing did they feel they would 
be open to the movement of the Holy Spirit in their lives. In this spirit of 
openness, the monks embarked upon the hard work of purifying themselves, 
of stripping away all that prevented them from knowing themselves and 
experiencing the presence of God. In their physical asceticism, their battles 
with demons, thoughts, and passions, and their ‘‘watchfulness,’’ the monks 
looked to Scripture. Sometimes supplying them the power to rebuke evil, 
sometimes providing examples of encouragement or endurance, and still other 
times giving them hints at how to duck a particular demonic blow, Scripture 
was a constant source of help to the monks in their pursuit of freedom. 
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Scripture helped the monks to free themselves gradually from the tenacious 
grip of the demonic forces which threatened to enslave them. This is perhaps 
the reason that the monks’ discussion of the meaning of freedom—expressed 
in the biblical language of ‘‘freedom from care’’—occupies so much of the 
Sayings. It is to this discussion that we now turn. 
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7 


Renunciation, Freedom from Care, 
and the Recovery of Paradise 


**Renounce this life, so that you may be alive to God.” ! These words of 
Abba Antony capture one of the fundamental impulses of desert monasti- 
cism: to renounce everything in order to come to an intimate and abiding 
knowledge of God. There are indications that certain key gospel texts (for 
example, Mt 19:21) played an important role in shaping the ideal of renun- 
ciation.” In the Sayings we see Scripture used in a variety of ways to explore 
the different dimensions of this ideal and to exhort those who had taken up 
the monastic life to persevere in it. 

Renunciation and detachment involved, in the most basic sense, cutting 
one’s ties to certain habitual ways of living, including certain places, and 
withdrawing to a marginal existence in the desert. To some extent, the de- 
sert monks were simply responding to certain gospel texts in that peculiarly 
literal fashion which had marked the Christian ascetical tradition from its 
earliest moments; it was necessary to clear away all the bonds to the world 
that prevented one from following the Gospel with total devotion. The monks 
also recognized that there was more to renunciation than this physical and 
social dislocation; learning to be free from the ties that bound one was a 
painful, lifelong process. Therefore they gave considerable attention to cul- 
tivating the spirit of detachment. This included not only learning to free 
themselves from dependence on certain habits of living but also rooting out 
the inner sources of of all kinds of false dependence. The ultimate goal of 
this process of detachment was freedom. And the monks thought and spoke 
of this freedom in terms directly dependent on the Gospels: they sought to 
realize in their own lives that elusive ‘‘freedom from care’’ which Jesus 
spoke of in the Sermon on the Mount. We see in the Sayings both their 
struggle to know what this might mean, as well as glimpses and hints that 
some of the desert fathers indeed realized such freedom in their lives. 

The monks did not view the call to renounce all for the sake of the Gos- 
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pel, to follow Christ, and to become free from care merely as a remote, 
unattainable ideal but as a call which could be realized in their lives. The 
realization of this call to renunciation occurred on many different levels, 
from the practice of poverty and detachment from material things to the 
deeper levels of detachment from all misguided, egocentric desires and 
thoughts. Nor was the fulfillment of the ideals of renunciation and freedom 
from care isolated from the other concerns of the monastic life. It was part 
of a larger project of holiness. Renunciation was a means of pursuing the 
freedom from care so cherished in the desert and detachment was the sign 
of that freedom. Moreover, detachment and freedom from care were not 
ends in themselves; detachment from things and from concern for oneself 
bore fruit in compassion toward others. Stories conveying the fulfillment of 
the ideal of renunciation revealed to the desert monks and to their contem- 
poraries the power of Scripture to bring about in living beings the reality of 
which it spoke. This was proof that human beings could overcome the var- 
ious levels of attachment and addiction that enslaved them and enjoy inti- 
macy with God. Such people had power. 


Renunciation 


The Call to Renunciation 


The Life of Antony begins with a dramatic rendering of Antony’s act of 
renunciation. It is a highly stylized account, perhaps more valuable as a 
depiction of the mythic beginnings of monasticism in Egypt than as an ac- 
curate historical record. Nevertheless, its portrayal of Antony’s encounter 
with certain biblical texts, and his subsequent response to those texts is, as 
we noted, entirely plausible given what we know of historical circum- 
stances. In any case, it is the locus classicus of the monastic call to renun- 
ciation and sheds light on how the desert fathers understood that call. In the 
narrative, we are told that Antony had been pondering how ‘‘the apostles, 
forsaking everything, followed the Savior (Mt 4:20), and how in Acts some 
sold what they possessed and took the proceeds and placed them at the feet 
of the apostles for distribution among those in need (Acts 4:34-35). . . .”’ 
The turning point in Antony’s life came when he wandered into a nearby 
church: ‘‘just then it happened that the Gospel was being read, and he heard 
the Lord saying to the rich man, ‘If you would be perfect, go, sell what you 
possess and give it to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven (Mt 
19:21)."? Antony owned some land, so his response to the call was not 
academic; it required him to divest himself of a not inconsiderable sum of 
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money. He did so, at first keeping some back for the care of his sister, and 
finally giving the rest away and renouncing his old life completely. The 
Sayings provides further evidence that the particular biblical text which in- 
spired Antony’s anachóresis and other similar texts played a significant role 
in shaping desert spirituality. The challenge of fulfilling these texts came not 
only in the beginning of the monastic life but all through the long process 
of purification. Thus, we find a variety of responses to the ideal of renun- 
ciation among the monks, from the literal fulfillment of the ideal in the form 
of a simple, materially poor existence, to the more complex and probing 
questions of inward appropriation of the ideal. 

Why did the monks value renunciation so highly? It was at least in part 
because they recognized that attachment to things could compromise the 
freedom from care which the solitary life promised them; that possessions 
could inflame desires to the point where they became all-consuming. Abba 
Isidore of Pelusia expressed this tendency in stark terms, ‘‘The desire for 
possessions is dangerous and terrible, knowing no satiety; it drives the soul 
which it controls to the heights of evil. Therefore, let us drive it away vig- 
orously from the beginning.’’* Possessions, or more precisely the desire for 
possessions, could obtain a tenacious grip on the soul. Thus in the desert, 
renunciation of goods was based not only on the desire to follow the Gospel 
but also on the practical realization, based on experience, that immoderate 
concern for possessions could ultimately consume the soul. 

While this realization often prompted dramatic, even heroic acts of re- 
nunciation among the monks, there is evidence that the prospect of under- 
taking such a deed clearly presented real difficulties for many. There are 
numerous instances of ‘‘false starts’? or partial acts of renunciation that turned 
out badly. Such stories are sometimes thought to reflect a narrow, rigorist 
mentality—all or nothing. However, the truth is somewhat more complex 
than this. After all, even Antony had undergone the process of renunciation 
gradually. Rather, what lies behind these stories and what drove the monks 
was a profound need to give themselves completely—to the solitary life, to 
the process of purification, and ultimately to God. There were any number 
of reasons why one might fail to make a complete break. The precipitous 
drop in social status that could result from such an act certainly caused 
hesitation for some. A story tells of ‘‘a distinguished official who had re- 
nounced everything and distributed his goods to the poor. He kept a little 
bit for his personal use because he did not want to accept the humiliation 
that comes from total renunciation [rekeias àmora' yrs]. . . .”’> Such fears 
were understandable. It was a long way down for some and this practice of 
**hedging one's bets" was not uncommon in the desert. And while the el- 
ders rarely chastised those who, through either fear or weakness, found 
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themselves unable to make a complete renunciation, they made it clear that 
such hesitation could be costly. 

The monks were not afraid of using vivid symbolic imagery to drive home 
this point. Abba Antony illustrated this graphically for a certain brother who 


renounced [a@rotaé&evos] the world and gave his goods to the poor, but 
kept back a little for personal expenses. He went to see Abba Antony. When 
he told him this, the old man said to him, ‘‘If you want to be a monk, go into 
the village, buy some meat, cover your naked body with it and come here like 
that." The brother did so, and the dogs and birds tore at his body. When he 
came back, the old man asked him whether he had followed his advice. He 
showed him his wounded body, and Saint Antony said, ‘‘Those who renounce 
the world but want to keep something for themselves are torn in this way by 
the demons who make war on them.’’® 


This startling and disturbing image sent an unmistakable message: the desire 
for possessions if left unchecked would eventually provide an easy and at- 
tractive target which other ferocious and even more intractable desires would 
attack mercilessly.’ 

Such concerns did not arise out of the pure air of solitude. They reflect 
the monks’ personal experience of the tenacious power and debilitating ef- 
fects of their own attachments to family and village concerns. In one in- 
stance, a brother who was left an inheritance asked Abba Poemen what he 
should do. Poemen indicated the various possibilities that lay before the 
brother and hazarded a guess at the probable consequences of each action. 
“If I tell you to give it to the church, they will make banquets with it; if I 
tell you to give it to your relations, you will not receive any profit from it. 

. ." Then he suggested to the brother a very different possibility: ''[I]f I 
tell you ‘give it to the poor'[Aós avrà mrwyois]’ [Mt 19:21], you will be 
free from care [àuepuuveis] [Mt 6:25]. If you want to, do it.’’® Poemen's 
final comment—especially his conflation of phrases from two different texts 
of Matthew's Gospel—reveals his understanding of the positive effects of 
renunciation. Selling one's possessions and giving to the poor, apart from 
its merits as an act of charity, had a profound effect on the one who carried 
out the act: it helped one taste that freedom from care promised in the Ser- 
mon on the Mount. 

The severe demands of renunciation were sometimes expressed in terms 
which drew on images of sacrifice from Scripture. Abraham's willingness to 
sacrifice his son Isaac also served as a model for those who wanted to know 
the level of commitment required of them in their monastic life. This can be 
seen in a story, noted in chapter 4, in which an elder tested one of his 
disciples by demanding that he throw his son into a burning furnace. The 
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father took his own child and threw him into the furnace which immediately 
became like dew, full of freshness. Through this act, he received glory like 
the Patriarch Abraham.? The message was clear: anyone who would embark 
upon the struggle of life in the desert must be prepared, as Abraham was, 
to sacrifice everything. The story also provides some insight into how the 
monks saw themselves in relation to the biblical exemplars: they were not 
merely imitating the way of the biblical heroes, but were, in a sense reca- 
pitulating the wonders of those earlier times in the present day. 


Poverty 


On one level, renunciation meant simply learning to live in simplicity and 
poverty. These were relative terms in the desert, not only because monks 
lived with varying degrees of privation but because the differing social back- 
grounds of the monks meant that what appeared as poverty to one could 
seem like luxury to another.'° Nevertheless, the monks cherished poverty, 
both as an interior disposition or virtue, sometimes referred to as ‘‘poverty 
of spirit,” and as a way of life marked by material simplicity. This was the 
climate, the setting, most conducive to approaching God. 

The value of poverty to the monks can be seen in its frequent inclusion 
in lists of the virtues considered necessary for living the monastic life. For 
Abba Andrew, ''exile, poverty and endurance in silence’’ were ‘‘the three 
things appropriate for a monk.” !! Abba Euprepius claimed that ‘‘if a person 
is possessed of humility and poverty, and if he does not judge others, the 
fear of God will come to him.'' !? Poemen's list included ‘‘poverty, hard- 
ship, austerity and fasting.” These, he said, ‘‘are the instruments of the 
solitary life.'' !? The three things Abba Theodore of Pherme held to be fun- 
damental were ‘‘poverty, asceticism, and flight from men.’’'4 Abba Elias 
claimed that in his time, such virtues had disappeared. During the days of 
his predecessors, however, ‘‘they took great care about these three virtues: 
poverty, obedience and fasting.'' ? We hear echoes from Scripture in some 
of the monks’ references to poverty. Abba Hyperchius claimed: ‘‘A monk's 
treasure is voluntary poverty. Lay up your treasures in heaven, brother [Mt 
6:20] for there are the ages of quiet and bliss without end.’’'® Abba John 
Colobos echoed St. Paul's description of all he had endured for the sake of 
the Gospel in exhorting the brothers to *'persevere in hunger and thirst, in 
cold and nakedness [2 Cor 11:27], and in sufferings.” !? These lists are 
instructive. They reveal poverty neither as a practice isolated from other 
concerns of monastic life nor as a matter having to do with renunciation of 
material goods. Simplicity of living had one primary purpose: to help the 
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monks cultivate that interior detachment which could lead them toward free- 
dom from care. 

The actual practice of poverty was considered an important part of fulfill- 
ing the call to renunciation, and the desert fathers made note of examples of 
this poverty among the elders. Abba Megethius, we are told, ‘‘owned noth- 
ing in this world except a knife with which he cut reeds. . . ."!? To a 
brother who asked him how he could be saved, an old man, ‘‘took off his 
habit, girded his loins and raised his hands to heaven, saying, 'so should 
the monk be: denuded of all things of this life [yvuvds àmdrns WANs ToU 
Biov].’ °? We have already noted certain stories indicating a reluctance 
on the part of some of the monks to possess books. However, the practice 
of poverty went beyond this to include the renunciation of possessions of 
any kind. A story concerning Theodore of Pherme, who at Abba Macarius's 
suggestion sold his books and gave the money to the poor, shows him to be 
one who took the practice of poverty very seriously. Theodore is quite clear 
about why he values poverty: he practices it not for its own sake but in 
order to become detached from the requirements of appearance and propri- 
ety. He is described as ‘‘wearing a torn habit, his chest bare and his cowl 
hanging in front of it.” We are told that a great man came to see Theodore, 
and that his disciple, presumably out of embarrassment, covered Theodore's 
shoulder with the cloak to make him appear more presentable. Theodore, 
however, snatched it off. When the visitor had gone, Theodore's disciple 
asked him why he acted in that way, saying, ‘‘{[T]his man came to be edi- 
fied; perhaps he will be scandalized.’’ Then the old man said, ‘‘What do 
you mean Abba? Are we still the slaves of men [Gal 1:10]? We did what 
was necessary, the rest is superfluous.'' 2° The allusion to Galatians provides 
a hint regarding how Theodore understood the value of poverty: he saw it 
as an aid in developing a detachment from the concern for appearance or 
propriety which could compromise the monk's total devotion to God. 

The attitude of indifference cultivated through the practice of poverty was 
seen as a key to bringing forth the new life of the resurrection. Macarius 
said, ‘‘If slander has become the same as praise, poverty as riches, depri- 
vation as abundance, you will not die." ?' The same sentiment was ex- 
pressed by Amma Syncletica, who was once asked if poverty was a perfect 
good. She said that it was and used a biblical allusion to describe its benefits 
to the soul: ‘‘For those who are capable of it, it is a perfect good. Those 
who can sustain it receive suffering in the body [0Aíduv . . . oapki] [1 
Cor 7:28], but rest in the soul [Vuy?) &vázravow)], for just as one washes 
coarse clothes by trampling them underfoot and turning them about in all 
directions, even so, the strong soul become much more stable thanks to 
voluntary poverty.” ?? Syncletica’s use of the phrase OA ur . . . capKi is 
interesting, for she takes it to mean something quite different from what St. 
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Paul understands it to mean in | Corinthians. In 1 Corinthians 7, Paul uses 
the expression to refer to the worldly troubles associated with marriage which, 
due to the ‘‘shortness of time,’’ he would like all those who are unmarried 
to avoid. He urges them to avoid the ‘‘suffering in the body’’ precisely so 
that they may be ‘‘free from care [äepiuvovs] (1 Cor 7:32).’’ Syncletica, 
on the other hand, takes 0Aídjuv . . . œapki in a very positive sense. She 
takes it to refer to voluntary poverty which, while undeniably difficult, leads 
to something of great value, ‘‘rest in the soul,’’ something closely related 
to the ‘‘freedom from anxiety’’ of which Paul speaks. Abba Evagrius under- 
stood the classic text about renunciation as providing a clue regarding how 
to reach a deep level of prayer: ‘‘Go, sell all that belongs to you and give 
it to the poor (Mt 19:21) and taking up the cross, deny yourself (Mt 16:24); 
in this way, you will be able to pray without distraction.”” 2? Only by clear- 
ing away all that stands between oneself and God could one realize the silent 
clarity from which prayer emerges. 

**Deny yourself.” The monks took this task seriously. They knew from 
experience that the freedom and intimacy with God which they sought could 
come about only through renunciation of one’s very self—that is the will. 
Abba Poemen believed that such renunciation was the only way to reach 
God: ‘‘The will of man is a brass wall [Jer 1:18] between him and God and 
a stone of stumbling. When a man renounces it, he is also saying to himself, 
‘By my God, I can leap over the wall’ (Ps 18:29). ?^ What this meant in 
practice for most monks was putting themselves under the direction of an 
elder and learning the exacting way of obedience. Abba Joseph of Thebes 
related that of the three works ''approved in the eyes of the Lord,” the most 
exalted was “‘when someone remains in submission to a spiritual father in 
complete renunciation of his own will.''?? Abba Pambo confirmed this, in- 
dicating that poverty, in the sense of renunciation of material goods, was in 
fact a relative term. Renunciation of the will, on the other hand, brought 
one into the company of the martyrs. Four monks came one day to see him, 
and each revealed the virtue of his neighbor. One fasted a great deal, the 
other was poor, and the third had acquired great charity. The fourth ‘‘had 
lived for twenty-two years in obedience to an old man.’’ Abba Pambo then 
said: ''I tell you, the virtue of this last one is the greatest. Each of the others 
has obtained the virtue he wished to acquire; but the last one, restraining his 
own will, does the will of another. Now it is of such men that martyrs are 
made. . . ."'?6 


The Narrow Gate 


Throughout the Sayings, we see the monks wrestling with what it meant to 
realize the ideal of renunciation in the day-to-day events of their lives. Learning 
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the way of detachment involved ever deepening levels of self-scrutiny as 
they sought to free themselves from the tenacious grip of their cares. The 
monks were helped in this by various biblical images, which served some- 
times as models of how to behave, other times as mirrors in light of which 
they could see themselves and their aspirations more clearly. One biblical 
image that played a particularly prominent role was the ‘‘narrow gate’’ or 
"narrow way” (Mt 7:13-14). The exploration of this image led the monks 
to ever deeper levels of detachment and helped bring them closer to their 
cherished ideal of ‘‘freedom from care." 

The ‘‘narrow gate” or ‘‘narrow way’’ referred to in Matthew’s Gospel 
(Mt 7:13—14) was a rich and lively biblical symbol for the desert fathers. In 
general terms, it was a metaphor for the ‘‘way of renunciation’’ chosen by 
those living in the desert. Yet it was an expression with real elasticity and 
for the monks it contained a multitude of possible meanings. Amma Theo- 
dora recalled the text from Matthew—‘‘strive to enter by the narrow gate 
{orevñs mids] (Mt 7:13) "—to highlight the severe challenge of the life 
in the desert and the depth of the commitment required to persevere in it.? 
Abba Poemen referred to this same image to emphasize the single-minded 
devotion necessary for following the way of the Gospel. Specifically, he 
uses the text from Matthew to help him interpret a difficult and ambiguous 
passage from the Gospel of Luke: ‘‘This saying which is written in the 
Gospel: ‘Let him who has no sword, sell his cloak and buy one (Lk 22:36),’ 
means this: let him who is at ease give it up and take the narrow way 
[orevijv ó8óv] [Mt 7:14].''?? The passage in Luke refers to a change in the 
times in which the disciples were living. Until that time the disciples had 
needed nothing, but from that point on, they would be entering a world 
hostile to them and would need a sword. It is a metaphorical way of express- 
ing the insecurity which characterized their new situation. In Poemen's 
interpretation of the Lucan text, ‘‘sword’’ and ‘‘mantle’’ keep their same 
fundamental signification—the movement from a time of security to inse- 
curity. However Poemen transposes this tension into the inner world of the 
monk. The parallels Poemen draws between the two passages reveal the 
particular monastic concerns which influence his interpretation: having a *'cloak 
[t4oTt.ov]"" is taken as the equivalent of being ‘‘at ease’’ or ‘‘at rest 
[àvácravows]," taken here in the pejorative sense of ‘‘living carelessly.” 
"Buying a sword [uá&xatpav]"' is taken as the equivalent of entering upon 
the ‘‘narrow way [oreviv 656r],”’ an expression borrowed from Mt 7:14.?? 
In making these comparisons, Poemen wants to impress upon his listeners 
the urgency of the moment and the need be mindful of the insecurity of the 
times in which they are living. While ‘‘rest [àvézrovats]" in the positive 
sense of deep peace and security may indeed come to them during the course 
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of their life in the desert, they must not presume to rest now in these uncer- 
tain times. Entering the ‘‘narrow gate,’’ then, means to remain attentive to 
the task at hand, which is to purify the heart. 

Abba Ammonas addressed this issue specifically, taking the ‘‘narrow way" 
to refer to the hard work of psychological purification required in the desert. 
When someone asked him, ‘‘What is the narrow and hard way (Mt 7:14)?” 
he replied, ‘“The narrow and hard way is this, to do violence to your thoughts, 
and to strip yourself of your own will, for the sake of God.’’ He amplified 
this interpretation with reference to another text from Matthew, saying, ‘‘This 
is also the meaning of the sentence, ‘Lo, we have left everything and fol- 
lowed you (Mt 19:27).’ ’’*° The practical character of this interpretation is 
notable. Ammonas tells the one who asked him about this text that its mean- 
ing is to be discovered through a particular praxis: through the work of 
putting one’s inner world in order, through doing violence to one’s thoughts, 
and through denying one’s own will for the sake of God. Entering through 
the narrow gate thus involves an uncompromising commitment to inward 
purification. 

An illustration of what this might mean in practical terms can be seen in 
a story which takes the ‘‘narrow gate’’ to refer to the purification learned 
through ‘‘bearing insults.” John Colobos tells a story concerning a young 
man whose father died and who afterwards went to live with one of his 
father's close friends. He betrayed his guardian's trust however, when he 
slept with his wife. The guardian at first turned the boy out of the house, 
but after the boy pleaded with him for forgiveness, he agreed to accept him 
back. Before doing so, he required the young man to carry out a strict 
penance. He was required first to work as a ferryman for several years, with 
the stipulation being that he ‘‘give away all his wages, and bear all insults 
(uBprlouevos].’’ Having done this, the young man was then instructed by 
his guardian to go to Athens to learn philosophy (his father had been a 
philosopher, as was his guardian). Arriving there, he was greeted with ridi- 
cule and insults from the other philosophers. However, he responded to this 
abuse with laughter, telling those who mocked him, ‘‘For three years I have 
paid to be insulted and now I am insulted free of charge." Commenting on 
this story, John Colobos said, ‘‘The gate of God [ñ móin rov eov) [Mt 
7:13] is like that, and we fathers go through many insults [770ÀA v vBpecv) 
in order to enter joyfully into the city of God.’’ By linking the image of the 
narrow gate with the important New Testament idea of bearing insults, this 
story illustrates the practical dimensions of the process of purification re- 
quired by anyone who would enter through the ‘‘gate of God.” Entering 
through the narrow gate implied a willingness to accept and participate in 
the abuse and insults which Jesus bore for the sake of humanity and which 
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St. Paul exhorted the Corinthians to accept for Christ's sake.*! It suggested 
a life marked by increasing detachment from artificial images of oneself, by 
a willingness to have the rough edges of oneself worn down, and by a 
gradual emergence as a free person. 


Freedom From Care 


The telos of the monks’ life in the desert was freedom: freedom from anxi- 
ety about the future; freedom from the tyranny of haunting memories of the 
past; freedom from an attachment to the ego which precluded intimacy with 
others and with God. They hoped also that this freedom would express itself 
in a positive sense: freedom to love others; freedom to enjoy the presence 
of God; freedom to live in the innocence of a new paradise. The desert 
fathers’ aspiration toward freedom expressed itself in many different guises 
and touched upon various levels of their lives. They drew heavily upon 
biblical images to articulate their hopes, focusing on such New Testament 
ideas as ‘‘not being anxious about anything (Mt 6:25), ‘‘not worrying about 
tomorrow (Mt 6:34),"' ‘‘seeking first God's kingdom (Mt 6:33)’’, believing 
in the limitless goodness of God (Mk 9:23), and on what the Psalms call 
‘‘casting one's cares upon the Lord (Ps 54:23). ? Taken altogether, these 
images comprise a montage expressing the ultimate goal of renunciation and 
detachment for the desert fathers: freedom from worry, anxiety, and care, 
born of a sense of total dependence upon and confidence in God. 


Learning the Way of Freedom 


The struggles against temptations of all kinds fill the Sayings and represent 
the most persistent, enduring challenge to the monks' freedom. These temp- 
tations run the gamut, from the baser enticements of gluttony and impurity 
to the subtler though ultimately more dangerous traps posed by anger and 
pride.” At root, all of these temptations created the same problem: they 
drove a rift between the monk and God, leaving the monk feeling isolated 
and powerless. In these circumstances, it became increasingly difficult for 
the monk to believe that help was near at hand and led to the common but 
deeply troubling anxiety that he would likely be overwhelmed by his temp- 
tation. The Gospel text calling for refraining from anxiety served as an im- 
portant reminder for those beset with this particular worry that they were 
indeed not cut off from help. Abba Poemen was asked for whom this say- 
ing—''Do not be anxious about tomorrow (Mt 6:347’ was suitable. The old 
man replied, ‘‘It is said for the man who is tempted and has not much 
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strength, so that he should not be worried, saying to himself, ‘How long 
must I suffer this temptation?’ He should rather say every day to himself, 
‘Today.’ ’’*+ Freedom from care in this sense meant taking to heart God's 
presence and care each day. 

Being able to ‘‘cast one's cares upon the Lord (Ps 54:23)’’ was a funda- 
mental expression of the freedom from care so cherished by the desert fa- 
thers, and several sayings use this language to describe the attitude one 
should have in the desert. One monk had been severely plagued by memo- 
ries and temptations arising from his former life in the world. He told some 
of the elders about this and to help him they gave him a strict ascetical 
regime to follow. However, it turned out to be too severe for him and ‘‘his 
body became so weak that he could not longer stand up.’’ An elder who 
was visiting from another place came upon the monk in his cell and seeing 
that he was ill, inquired about the reason for his condition. When he discov- 
ered what had happened, he immediately counseled the brother to follow a 
different course: ‘‘Give all this up, and take a little food at the proper time, 
say a few prayers, and ‘throw your care upon the Lord’ [€zrippupov Emi 
Ktiptov Tfjv wépysvav cov] (Ps 54:23).’’ The brother did so and in a few 
days ‘‘the warfare ceased.’’ *> Not in ascetical rigor, that is, but in abandon- 
ment of one’s cares to God, would one be able to find peace. An interesting 
variation of this ideal, revealing the importance of recognizing one’s depen- 
dence upon God, was expressed by Abba Agathon. To one who was being 
tempted by sexual desire, Agathon said: ‘‘Go, cast your powerlessness [Tùv 
&duvaptav gov] before God and you shall find rest [Ps 54:23].''?6 A frank 
admission of one’s weakness was the first step toward finding one’s way out 
of the labyrinth of cares and anxieties brought on by temptations. 

Abba Poemen’s comments upon this text from the Psalms takes the issue 
a step further, suggesting that one’s trust in God must run as deep as the 
roots of the self. He said, ‘‘The instruments for the work of the soul are: to 
‘throw yourself before God’ [Ps 54:23], not to measure your progress, to 
leave behind all self-will.''?" Poemen departs in a significant way from the 
language of the Psalm to show just how deeply such trust must take root in 
the soul. While Psalm 54 says ‘‘cast your care upon the Lord [érippupor 
emi küprov THY pépiuváv cov], and he will support you,” Poemen exhorts 
the monk, ‘‘cast yourself before God [rò pirat avrov évwmov rov 0€ov]."' 
Nothing less than utter dependence upon God would bring the monk to the 
freedom from care that he sought. The other two instruments included in 
this saying provide further insight into what it means to cast oneself before 
God. First, there can be no measuring of one’s progress. To do so would 
show a fundamental lack of trust. Secondly, one must genuinely and with a 
sense of openness seek the will of God. The cultivation of such an attitude 
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could have direct practical benefits in one’s struggles against ''thoughts."' 
Abba Poemen likened this struggle to a man who has a fire on his left and 
a cup of water on his right. If the fire kindles, he must take the water from 
the cup and extinguish it. ‘‘The fire," he says, ‘‘is the enemy’s seed, and 
the water is the act of throwing oneself before God [TO plac €avrov évomor 
TOU 0eoù] [Ps 54:23].?* Poemen suggests that the single most important 
act for surviving in the desert is the act of trust—to place oneself completely 
in the hands of God. No amount of ascetical practice could protect one as 
surely as the act of presenting oneself before God in an attitude of complete 
trust. 

This same message is conveyed in a slightly different way in a saying 
which contrasts the ‘‘work of God’’—seeking God’s kingdom—with ‘‘bod- 
ily needs’’—physical asceticism. Abba John the Eunuch questioned an old 
man about how he had managed to ‘‘carry out the ‘work of God’ in peace.”’ 
John confessed his own difficulties with this to the old man, saying, ‘‘[Wle 
cannot do it, not even with labor.'' The old man responded that he and his 
companions had been able to do the work of God because they considered 
‘‘the work of God as primary, and bodily needs as secondary.’’ The younger 
monks, he said, had placed far too much emphasis on the bodily needs and 
had held the work of God to be secondary. That is why they had to labor 
so much and had so little peace from their efforts. To understand what was 
meant by the ‘‘work of God," the old man suggested that they listen to 
what ‘‘the Savior said to the disciples, ‘Seek first his kingdom and his righ- 
teousness, and all these things shall be yours as well (Mt 6:33).' ’’°? The 
purpose of such advice was primarily to encourage those dwelling in the 
desert to have confidence in the sustaining force in their life. It is precisely 
this sentiment which lies behind the words of Abba Biare to a brother who 
asked what he should do to be saved. Abba Biare told him that in addition 
to manual labor and moderating his appetite, ‘‘[you should] dwell without 
care [uù Tap&ocrov] in your cell, and you will be saved.” ^? 

Sickness and depression often tested the monks' resolve and even their 
faith as they sought to persevere in their monastic life. For these, the call to 
be free from care presented a particular challenge as well as the possibility 
of new hope. To some monks mired in the physical and psychological pains 
of illness, an elder recalled Jesus' haunting words in the Sermon on the 
Mount: ‘‘Will [God] not himself care for you in all things [ovk avrós cov 
dpovtiger €v rào]? Can you live without him? Be patient then, and beg 
him to supply you will all that is necessary. That is what his will is, that 
you should remain in patience, eating the charity which is brought you.’’*! 
This was no cavalier statement, enabling other monks to escape the respon- 
sibility to care for those who were sick. As we shall see later, they took 
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such responsibilities quite seriously. Rather, it is a reminder that even in 
circumstances of illness, a monk should remember the ultimate source of 
his life and hope. Even apart from illness, the struggle of life in the desert, 
or simply the mundane challenges of day to day existence could lead to 
depression. Abba Euprepius encouraged some who felt this way by remind- 
ing them of something they already knew but had forgotten: ‘‘Knowing that 
God is faithful and almighty, have faith in him, and you will share what is 
his. If you are depressed, you do not believe. We all believe that he is 
mighty and we believe all is possible to him (Mk 9:23].” *? The cultivation 
of this supreme confidence in the sustaining and loving power of God was, 
for the desert fathers, one of the keys in their quest for holiness. 


Realization of Freedom 


The Sayings presents numerous stories that reflect the realization of freedom 
in the lives of the desert fathers. We see the realization of such freedom in 
the desert through sayings and images which hold up the free person as an 
exemplar, showing that freedom from the bonds and cares of life was indeed 
possible. While no one biblical text stands as the primary model or example, 
the spirit of the Gospels breathes through this realization of freedom in the 
desert. 

One expression of freedom from care in the desert was a willingness to 
move, to leave behind the known and certain for unknown territory. A story 
tells how Abba Agathon spent a long time building a cell with his disciples, 
after which he settled there with them. However, during their first week 
there, Agathon saw something unedifying and said to his disciples, ‘‘ Arise, 
let us leave this place [éyeipeode, Aywpev EvrevOev].’’ But his disciples 
were dismayed at this and asked Agathon why they had spent all that time 
building the cell only to abandon it after a week. They pointed out that 
people would be scandalized at this, saying, ‘‘Look, these unstable ones are 
moving again [weréBnoav Táww].'" Agathon, seeing their fainthearted- 
ness, said to them, ''If some are scandalized [by our moving], others, on 
the contrary, will be much edified and will say, *How blessed are they, who 
go away for God's sake, and despise everything [Sua Tov 0eóv ueréBnoaæy, 
Kai Tá&vTov Kateppovyncay}.’ Those of you wishing to come, come. As 
for me, I am going.” ? 

This story, with its echoes of biblical language, conveys well the impor- 
tance of being willing to leave everything for the sake of the Gospel and 
how this was related to freedom from care. Although Agathon does not say 
why he felt compelled to leave the place in which he had recently settled 
with his disciples, it clearly had something to do with his sense that they 
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could not live the monastic life with integrity and freedom in that particular 
place. The story is thus about the importance of leaving or moving, leaving 
behind that which is problematic and moving toward that which is life-giving. 
The implication of the story, both from the language used and the content 
of the dialogue, is that leaving under these circumstances, far from being a 
cause for scandal, is in harmony with the example of Jesus in the Gospels. 
The language Agathon used to beckon his disciples to join him in leaving 
that place, ‘‘Arise, let us leave this place,” is exactly the same phrase Jesus 
used with his disciples at the end of an important juncture in the last dis- 
course in John’s Gospel (Jn 14:31). In John’s Gospel, the words follow 
immediately upon Jesus’ statements about his imminent departure to the Fa- 
ther and about his desire to ‘‘do as the Father has commanded.’’ Agathon's 
words convey this same sense of singlemindedness and commitment to the 
life upon which he has embarked. His resolve to ‘‘leave that place” is tested, 
however, when his disciples protest that they will create a scandal and will 
all be mocked if they move again. His rejoinder to their protest, which he 
perceives to be motivated more by faintheartedness than commitment to the 
ideal of stability, turns their objection on its head. He claims that those who 
witness their action will ‘‘bless them’’ for ‘‘going away [ueréBnoav] for 
God’s sake.’’ Although there is no exact biblical equivalent for Agathon’s 
phrase, it is interesting to note that ‘‘going away,” the phrase over which 
Agathon and his disciples contend, is used on numerous occasions in the 
Gospels to describe Jesus’ departure from one place to another at important 
junctures in his ministry, and even to describe Jesus’ imminent departure 
from the world.^* These connections with the language of the Gospels help 
to shed light on the central point of this story: to ‘‘go away for God's sake’’ 
is indeed blessed because it is the way of Jesus himself. The fact that their 
departure took place in the middle rather than the beginning of the monastic 
journey indicates the extent to which renunciation was understood to be a 
lifelong challenge. Agathon's action suggests that those who came to live in 
the desert must be prepared to start from the beginning again and again and 
to “‘go away for God's sake.'' The peculiar language used to describe the 
motive for such action—the need to ‘‘despise all’ for the sake of God— 
was yet another way of expressing the kind of freedom from care which 
characterized those prepared to make this break.*° 

This freedom also expressed itself in another kind of break, symbolized 
by the willingness of the desert fathers to relinquish even what little they 
had when it was demanded of them. The elders were keenly aware that if 
the long, interior process of detachment was to have any real meaning, it 
had to bear fruit in their lives. Because of this, they cherished stories and 
sayings that provided evidence of such realization in the lives of their fellow 


Renunciation, Freedom from Care, and the Recovery of Paradise 227 


monks. In a striking commentary on what qualifies as true asceticism, Abba 
Gelasius tells of an old man he knew whose ‘‘particular acts of asceticism 
had been to guard against having two tunics [Lk 3:10; Mt 5:40] and till the 
day of his death not to think of the morrow while he was with his compan- 
ions [Mt 6:34].'' ^$ The aim of the old man's ascesis, or discipline, an aim 
which we are told that he fulfilled, was to realize within himself the meaning 
of these two texts from the Gospel. One of the texts refers to something 
very concrete, the need to ‘‘guard against having two tunics,"' and the old 
man strove to keep this commandment as literally as possible. However, it 
is the second text that reveals his true intention. He wanted to ‘‘guard against 
having two tunics” so that he would be able to fulfill the command from 
Matthew’s Gospel, ‘‘do not worry about tomorrow.” The concrete act of 
physical privation was a means of fulfilling the true meaning of asceticism: 
to be free from care. 

A story about Abba Nisterus illustrates a similar willingness to be without 
anything in the world. A brother asked Nisterus, ‘‘If a poor man came to 
ask you for a tunic, which would you give him?” He replied, ‘‘The better 
one."' ‘‘And if someone else asked you for one, what would you give him?” 
The old man said half of the other one. The brother said, ‘And if someone 
else asked for one, what would you give him?’’ He said, ‘‘I should cut the 
rest, give him half, and gird myself with whatever was left." So the brother 
said, ‘‘And if someone came and asked you for that, what would you do?" 
The old man said, ‘‘I would give him the rest and go and sit down some- 
where, until God sent me something to cover myself with, for I would not 
ask anyone for anything.’’*” This exchange illustrates the extent to which 
the practice of detachment from material goods derived from and led to 
freedom from care and compassion for others. Here, the fruit of renunciation 
is a detachment which expresses itself as compassion for one who has noth- 
ing. Moreover in his expression of need, the old man showed himself to 
have interiorized the Gospel call to be dependent upon God for everything. 

Freedom from care often engendered spontaneous acts of compassion. We 
are told of a brother who approached Theodore of Pherme, saying ‘‘I wish 
to fulfill the commandments.’’ In response, Theodore told him a story con- 
cerning Abba Theonas who, ‘‘wanting to fill his spirit with God, took some 
flour to the bakery, and made some loaves which he gave to the poor who 
asked him for them; others asked for more, and he gave them the baskets, 
then the cloak he was wearing, and he came back to his cell with his loins 
girded with his cape. Afterwards he took himself to task telling himself that 
he had still not fulfilled the commandment of God.’’*® The commandment 
here is shorthand for the commandment to love. Here, as in the story of 
Nisterus, detachment naturally expressed itself in a practical act of kindness. 
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Freedom from care meant being able to respond compassionately to the needs 
of the other. 

One of the most vivid and memorable signs of the desert fathers’ realiza- 
tion of freedom from care can be seen in their response to being robbed by 
thieves. The frequency with which stories of robberies are reported in the 
Sayings may or may not accurately reflect the actual frequency of such in- 
cidents in the desert. What they clearly indicate is the importance the monks 
attached to these stories, and how much they cherished the example of those 
who chose not to resist those who stole from them. The stories reveal a 
profound level of detachment on the part of those who were robbed and in 
some cases a self-conscious reference to Scripture as a way of explaining 
their action. Here again, true detachment was expressed as kindness and 
compassion. In one such episode, Abba Macarius was said to have returned 
to his cell and encountered a man who was engaged in plundering his goods. 
Without any hesitation, ‘‘he came up to the thief as if he were a stranger 
and he helped him to load the animal. He saw him off in complete tranquil- 
ity [Novytas], saying, ‘We have brought nothing into this world, and we 
cannot take anything out of the world’ (1 Tm 6:7). ‘The Lord gave and the 
Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord’ (Jb 1:21). ? The 
texts cited indicate the extent to which Scripture may have influenced the 
monks’ behavior in such instances and suggest that Macarius’s action is to 
be understood as a fulfillment of the biblical texts which call for detachment 
in relation to material things. The manner of Macarius’s behavior is also 
significant. He sees the thief off ‘‘in complete tranquility,’ a sign that his 
actions flow from a pure heart and a deep appropriation of the meaning of 
renunciation. It is this freedom from concern for goods that Abba Euprepius 
refers to when he says that ‘‘if we happen to lose something, we must accept 
this with joy and gratitude, realizing that we have been released from care 
[bpovriôwy àra\\ayévras].”’ ® Euprepius himself practiced a remarkable 
degree of detachment in response to being robbed, displaying a positive 
eagerness to be freed from concern for things. Whereas Macarius merely 
aided the thieves in taking what they were in the process of stealing, Eupre- 
pius, upon discovering that those who had robbed him had left something 
behind, ran after them to make sure they had taken everything they had 
come for.?! 

An encounter that Abba Gelasius had with a thief reveals in a more per- 
sonal way a dimension of detachment that is only implicit in the other sto- 
ries: freedom from care flows from and expresses itself in love. As we noted 
earlier, Abba Gelasius possessed a Bible of great value. It was in fact the 
community's book, placed in the church, *'so that any of the brothers who 
wished could read it." We are told that a ‘‘brother from another place"' 
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[ad5eX dav £évos] came to see Abba Gelasius, and seeing the Bible, wished 
to have it for himself and stole it as he was leaving. He took it to the city 
to try to sell it, but the prospective buyer, being uncertain of its worth, 
wanted first to have it appraised. The dealer, knowing of Gelasius's author- 
ity in such matters, brought it to him to have it appraised and Gelasius 
advised him (even though the price the brother was asking for it was far less 
than what it was worth), ‘‘Buy it, for it is beautiful and worth the price you 
tell me.” When the buyer related to the brother what Gelasius had said, he 
was incredulous: ‘‘Didn’t the old man say anything else?" he asked. But 
the dealer told him that was all Gelasius had said to him. Hearing this, the 
brother decided he no longer wished to sell the Bible. He was ‘‘filled with 
compunction [katavvyeis], and went to find the old man, to repent and ask 
him to take the book back.’’ But Gelasius told the brother he didn't want it 
back. Finally, in desperation, the brother told him, *'[I]f you do not take it 
back, I shall have no rest [àv@ravoir].’” For the sake of the brother's 
peace of mind, Gelasius relented and agreed to take the book back. We are 
told that the brother remained with Gelasius until his death.?? 

This story illustrates well the transforming effects that the realization of 
freedom from care in a life could have on another. For Gelasius, mercy was 
clearly more important than justice and his compassion and lack of judgment 
toward the one who had committed the crime confirmed this. Although he 
had the opportunity to achieve justice, or at the very least retrieve the pre- 
cious Bible, he instead refrained from even acknowledging that the book 
belonged to him. It is this pure and spontaneous expression of detachment 
which produces the shock of recognition in the brother. When he realized 
he had not been judged, he was ‘‘pierced to the depths’’ and repented of 
what he had done. It is a good example of how a person could be brought 
to the light of truth by another person's purity of heart and purity of action. 

Freedom from care was not only an ideal to be realized in dramatic ges- 
tures but was meant to permeate the most mundane routines of daily life. 
Freedom from the tyranny of time was one manifestation of this. We see an 
illustration of this in a story of Abba Ammonas's attempt to find a means of 
getting across the river one day. He sat down waiting for the ferry to em- 
bark, while in the meantime, another boat—a private one—arrived to trans- 
port those who were waiting across the river. Ammonas's companions said 
to him, ‘‘Come here, Father, and cross the river with us." But he replied: 
“I will not embark except in the public vessel.” And he sat down and began 
to weave and undo his palm branches until the public boat came along. 
Thus, he made his crossing. The brothers, puzzled by his action, asked him 
why he did this. He answered them, ‘‘So as not always to walk around in 
anxiety of spirit. . . we must walk with calm in the way of God." 5 Am- 
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monas’s obstinacy here seems at first to have no purpose. Yet his unhurried 
contentment communicates to the brothers how unnecessary their haste was 
and the high price it could exact on their lives. Freedom here meant recog- 
nizing the fullness present in every moment. 

The desire to have a little something extra just in case—money, water, 
food—was another persistent challenge to the monks’ commitment to free- 
dom from care. In one instance, a person brought some money to an old 
man, saying, *'[K]eep it for your expenses, for you are getting old and you 
are ill." The old man was indeed ill, and while he appreciated the other's 
consideration for him, he resented what the gift suggested: that he could not 
receive all he needed from God. He asked the one bringing the money, 
** Are you really going to take my prize from me after sixty years, for I have 
been ill as long as that? I need nothing. God supplies what I need and feeds 
me.” 5*4 A similar attitude of utter dependence upon God can be seen in 
Abba Bessarion's response to Abba Doulos's desire to ‘‘hedge his bets” and 
carry a little extra water in the desert. Even apparently ‘‘sensible’’ behavior 
like this was seen as problematic when viewed in light of the aspiration to 
become free from care. Abba Bessarion asked Abba Doulos why he insisted 
on carrying water with him wherever he went. Doulos replied, somewhat 
sheepishly, but with a certain amount of common sense: ‘‘Forgive me, it is 
for fear of being thirsty later on.’’ But the old man said, ‘‘God is here, God 
is everywhere.’ This level of trust appears foolhardy from a practical 
point of view, yet it reveals the seriousness with which the monks took the 
Gospel call to be ‘‘free from care.’’ In another story, Abba Moses is said to 
have gone on a journey to Petra, but on the way he grew tired and began to 
wonder where he would get water there. But a voice said to him, ‘‘Go and 
do not be anxious about anything [unôëv dpovtions] [Mt. 6:25].’’ So he 
continued and when he arrived, he cooked beans for some of the brothers 
with what little water he had left. Only then did a cloud of rain come to 
Petra and fill the cisterns.” 

The desert fathers recognized the need to maintain a balance between 
working for their food and cultivating an awareness of their utter depen- 
dence upon God. Still, even while maintaining this tension, the most impor- 
tant thing to remember, Abba Silvanus said, was one's utter dependence on 
God. He described his own attitude thus: ‘‘I am a slave, and my master says 
to me: ‘Do your work and I will feed you; but do not try to find out whence 
I shall feed you. Do not try to find out whether I have it, or whether I steal 
it, or whether I borrow it; simply work, and I will feed you.' Therefore, 
when I work, I eat the fruit of my wages; but if I do not work, I eat char- 
ity." 5" For the monks, learning to cast their cares upon God, to live free 
from all anxiety was an expression of faith. They knew well enough that 
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lack of faith was the root cause of their hesitation to give themselves com- 
pletely to God: ‘‘If a monk knows a place where he can make progress, but 
where he can get the necessities of life only with difficulty, and for that 
reason he does not go there, such a monk does not believe God exists.’’* 
The stories testifying to those who had learned to overcome their fears and 
anxieties about the future thus carried real weight for the monks. They served 
to remind those struggling with their own attachments—to things, to repu- 
tation, to security—that freedom was indeed possible. 


Recovery of Paradise 


The monks’ belief in the possibility of realizing a life free from care is 
symbolized most vividly in the numerous sayings and stories alluding to the 
recovery of paradise. There is a sense of longing present in these sayings— 
a desire to recapture in the present moment a taste of innocence and inti- 
macy with God which Adam knew in paradise. The stories likening the 
elders to Adam recall the simplicity of paradise which the monks were now 
seeing rekindled in the desert. We see this in the power certain monks were 
said to possess over animals and the capacity some of them had to live as 
Adam did, in innocence and without care. 

Abba Paul, who was said to have had a mastery over snakes, explained 
his own authority and its source by referring to Adam: ‘‘If someone has 
obtained purity, everything is in submission to him, as it was to Adam, 
when he was in Paradise before he transgressed the commandment.’’*? Nu- 
merous other stories allude to the power which the monks had over animals. 
While there is no direct mention of Adam in these stories, the echoes of 
paradise reverberate through them. Abba Theodore of Pherme was said to 
enjoy such power over animals. One day he went to draw water with a 
brother. ‘‘The brother going ahead, saw a dragon in the lake. The old man 
said to him, ‘Go and walk on his head.’ But he was afraid and did not go. 
So the old man went. The beast saw him and fled away into the desert as if 
it was ashamed." © 

Such power was not inherent in the monks but was at least in part a 
product of their long struggle in the desert. Antony noted that ‘‘obedience 
with abstinence gives men power over wild beasts.’’°! We see evidence of 
this in a story about Abba John and a wild hyena. John was instructed by 
Abba Paul to go to some nearby tombs to collect dung for fuel. However, 
John was frightened by a hyena that lived there and asked his abba what he 
should do if he encountered it. The old man told John jokingly that he 
should ‘‘tie it up’’ and bring it back to him. Later, when John went to 
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collect the dung, the hyena attacked him. Following the old man’s instruc- 
tions to the letter, he pursued her, saying *'My abba says I am to tie you 
up.” He did eventually manage to seize her, tie her up, and bring her back 
to Abba Paul as he had been instructed. The old man, for his part, was 
astonished by this act of obedience. The main point of the story is clearly 
the extraordinary obedience shown by Abba John. Yet here obedience is an 
expression of the innocence and purity of heart which lead John to pursue 
the hyena with total abandon and to attempt to communicate with her some- 
how. These qualities, as much as John’s power over the hyena, suggest the 
recovery of a primal innocence which marks the return to paradise. 

It was not only Adam’s power over animals which the monks were said 
to have recovered but also his sense of intimacy with them. Abba James 
recalls a story one of the elders told him about an extraordinary sight he had 
witnessed: ‘‘One of the elders had said: ‘When I lived in the desert, I had 
as a neighbor a child who lived all alone. In observing him, I saw him pray 
and ask God to let him live in peace with the wild beasts. After the prayer, 
a hyena was found there nursing its young, and the child slipped himself 
under and began nursing with them.” ’’® Who this mysterious child was we 
are not told. But a story contained in the Historia Monachorum provides an 
interesting parallel which suggests that the monks themselves sometimes en- 
joyed such intimacy with animals: ‘‘Macarius was praying in his cave in the 
desert. There happened to be another cave nearby which was the den of a 
hyena. While he was at prayer, the hyena suddenly appeared and began to 
lick his feet. And taking him by the hem of his tunic, she drew him towards 
her own cave. . . . [S]he went in and brought out to him her own cubs, 
which had been born blind. He prayed over them and returned them to the 
hyena with their sight healed. She in turn, by way of thank-offering, brought 
the man the huge skin of a large ram and laid it at his feet. He smiled at 
her as if at a kind and sensitive person, and taking the skin, spread it under 
him.’’® Such intimacy with animals expressed in symbolic terms a convic- 
tion which the desert fathers cherished: that they were recovering in their 
life in the desert a small taste of paradise. 

A haunting, miragelike picture of this paradise and the quality of freedom 
enjoyed by the monks who inhabited it is conveyed in a story told by Abba 
Macarius. He had been prompted by the spirit to go out into the remotest 
part of the desert. ‘‘There I found a sheet of water and an island in the 
midst, and the animals of the desert came to drink there. In the midst of 
these animals I saw two naked men. . . . They said, 'It is God who has 
made this way of life for us. We do not freeze in the winter, and the summer 
does us no harm.’ ’’® This extraordinary sight sent a chill through Macar- 
ius. Yet it also spoke to his deepest aspirations and to those of all the monks— 
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to live an unfettered, graced existence, as their ancestors in paradise had 
done before them. And Macarius’s encounter with these ghostly figures in 
the remotest regions of the desert served as a reminder that the recovery of 
paradise was not merely a dream: *"The monk['s] . . . decision to ‘sit alone’ 
in the desert gave reality to a long tradition of speculation on the lost sim- 
plicity of Adam: the ‘glory of Adam’ was summed up in his person.” © 
This glory was freedom. 
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8 
The Humble Way of Christ 


**First of all, the monk must gain humility; for it is the first commandment 
of the Lord who said: ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the king- 
dom of heaven (Mt 5:3).' ’’! This saying of Abba John of Thebes expresses 
well the significance this beatitude had in the imagination of the desert fa- 
thers. Humility was the starting point for the desert monks, both because it 
was the first commandment and because they knew that without the self- 
emptying which humility implied, the treasures for which they had come to 
the desert would forever elude them. The Sayings is filled with questions 
about the meaning of humility and about how to acquire and cultivate it: its 
importance was equalled only by its elusiveness. The monks’ questions about 
humility focused on and drew upon various words of Scripture and in par- 
ticular the witness of Christ. In pursuing humility, they were attempting to 
realize in their own lives the call to self-emptying exemplified in the words 
and witness of Jesus. 

In their quest for this virtue of lowliness, then, the desert fathers showed 
themselves to be deeply influenced by the Christian ethos. Humility was in 
fact a characteristically Christian virtue and its pursuit by the monks distin- 
guished their quest for holiness in important ways from that found among 
contemporary pagans. 


Among pagan authors humility had almost never been a term of commenda- 
tion. It belonged with ignoble and abject characters. Men were born ‘‘sons of 
God,” said the Stoics, and thus they should cherish no ‘‘humble or ignoble” 
thoughts about their nature. The humble belonged with the abject, the mean, 
the unworthy. Christianity, however, ascribed humility to God’s own Son and 
exalted it as a virtue of man, his creature whom he had redeemed.” 


The desert fathers strove to incorporate the humility of Christ and the Gos- 
pels into their lives, to become bearers of this humility. In their sayings and 
stories, we see them struggling to learn the ways of humility and, in rare 
cases, realizing its meaning in their lives. 
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Learning the Way of Humility 


Numerous sayings testify to the necessity of humility in the life of the monk. 
In fact, they suggest that humility was the one thing necessary. For Abba 
Poemen humility was as vital as the breath of life itself: ‘‘As the breath 
which comes out of his nostrils, so does a man need humility and the fear 
of God.’’? Syncletica noted that it was humility which held the monk’s life 
together and made salvation possible: ‘‘[Jlust as one cannot build a ship 
unless one has some nails, so it is impossible to be saved without humil- 
ity." ^ Humility was given a special place in relation to all the other virtues 
which the monks sought to cultivate in their lives. Abba John Colobos con- 
tended, ‘‘Humility and the fear of God are above all virtues.” Amma 
Theodora spelled this out in greater detail, placing the relative power of the 
other monastic virtues in a distinctly inferior position to that of humility: 
‘‘[Nleither asceticism, nor vigils, nor any kind of suffering are able to save, 
only genuine humility can do that.’’® 

None of the other virtues could save a monk, because none of them could 
so effectively overcome the natural human tendency to rely on oneself, to 
look to one’s own achievements as the reason for one’s happiness and well- 
being. The elders were well aware of the treachery of this kind of thinking 
and warned against it. They were especially concerned that no one should 
imagine that the work of asceticism alone could bring one closer to God. 
The martyrdom of obedience for instance—suspending one’s own wishes 
and desires by placing oneself under the authority of another—would do 
more to loosen the tenacious grip of one’s ego than any amount of fasting. 
It is for this reason that Amma Syncletica said, ‘‘{O]bedience is preferable 
to asceticism. The one teaches pride, the other humility.''" The pride and 
lack of discernment bred by false dependence on one’s ascetical achieve- 
ments could bankrupt the whole monastic endeavor. Isidore of Pelusia em- 
phasized just what was at stake in this struggle to maintain humility through 
an ironic use of spatial imagery: ‘The heights of humility are great and so 
are the depths of boasting; I advise you to attend to the first and not to fall 
into the second.’’® We hear one elder reflect sadly at how easy it was to fall 
into an attitude of misplaced pride: ‘‘Many have injured their bodies without 
discernment and have gone away from us having achieved nothing. Our 
mouths smell bad through fasting . . . but we do not have that which God 
seeks: charity and humility.’’? The cultivation of humility was the only way 
of avoiding such deception and the disappointment that would ultimately 
follow. 

Humility was perceived to be especially effective in helping one to resist 
and overcome the myriad attacks from the demons. Abba Antony related a 


238 THE WORD REALIZED 


vision that he had: ‘‘I saw the snares that the enemy spreads out over the 
world and I said groaning, ‘What can get through this?’ Then I heard a voice 
say to me, ‘Humility.’ ''!? The monks knew from bitter experience the de- 
monic force that pride, especially pride in their achievements, could wreak 
on their souls. Once, when Abba Zeno encountered a brother who had been 
excessive and ostentatious regarding his ascetical feats, he rebuked him, 
echoing Jesus’ words in the Gospel: ‘‘Whatever you do, do it secretly [Mt 
6:4—5].’’ !! Acting in secret, with genuine humility, was the one thing nec- 
essary for overcoming the attacks of the evil one in general and the power 
of pride in particular. Humility in this sense meant recognizing that one was 
just like everyone else. It was a means of disappearing into the crowd. Abba 
Motius once said: ‘‘If you live somewhere, do not seek to be known for 
anything special . . . for this is humility: to see yourself to be the same as 
the rest.” ? To enter into this kind of obscurity was not a casual undertak- 
ing. It required careful self-scrutiny. 


Humility: Consciousness of Sin and Dependence upon God 


For the monks, cultivating a spirit of humility meant moving in two opposite 
directions at once: fostering both a sense of one’s sinfulness and a sense of 
one’s utter dependence upon the mercy of God. The self-abnegation which 
the monks so often expressed should not be mistaken for self-hatred. It re- 
flected rather an honest assessment of their endless capacity for guile and 
self-deceit. On the other hand, by cultivating this sense of themselves as 
sinners, as people incapable of doing anything good, they found they were 
able to open themselves to receive the mercy of God—and of others. In so 
doing, they discovered unexpected resources of power and goodness in their 
lives. To describe this experience of humility for themselves and others, the 
monks looked both to Scripture and to their own experience. 

One elder alluded to this ‘‘double movement’’ of humility by pointing out 
how one should see oneself in relation to others: ‘“The divine work of hu- 
mility [is] considering oneself a sinner, inferior to all. . . not paying atten- 
tion to other's sins but always to one’s own, praying to God ceaselessly.'' ? 
A similar sensibility also pertained to religious experiences. For the desert 
fathers, a humble consciousness of one's sins was far more important than 
any special religious experiences. One elder used a play on words to illus- 
trate this for a brother whose imagination had been captivated by talk of 
extraordinary visions. He asked the elder, ‘‘How is it that some say, ‘we 
have seen [B\éTouer] visions of angels’?’’ The old man replied in lan- 
guage which echoes the Beatitudes, shifting the brother's attention to an- 
other kind of vision, ‘‘Happy [Makapuôs] is he who always sees [GAézrov] 
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his sins.'' !^ This awareness of one’s weakness and sin was shown to be part 
of the virtue of ascetical practices. In response to someone who wanted to 
know the good of fasting and vigils, Abba Moses said, ‘‘They make the 
soul humble.’’ In support of this, he cited Ps 25:18, **Consider my affliction 
and my trouble, and forgive all my sins." He comments further, ‘‘If the 
soul gives itself all this hardship, God will have mercy on it,’’ suggesting 
that, like the psalmist, the soul will be more open to the grace and protection 
of God from the lowly place of humility.!* Abba Sisoes emphasized the 
connection between humility and the cultivation of a silent confidence in 
God through an allusion to a text from Isaiah. He told a brother who came 
to ask him for help: ‘‘The thing which you seek is great silence and humil- 
ity. For it is written, ‘Blessed are those who abide in him (Is 30:18)’ for 
thus they are able to stand.’’'® Humility in this instance refers to a deep 
confidence in the goodness of God which is symbolized by a silent, abiding 
trust. Nor was such confidence misplaced. Abba Poemen claimed that hum- 
ble attentiveness to one’s own sins carried with it its own rewards, namely 
a deep peace or rest for the soul. Poemen held that, ‘‘If you take little 
account of yourself, you will have rest [&vd7ravow] wherever you live.” 1 
Elsewhere he said, ‘‘Let go of a small part of your righteousness 
[Bukotoo vns], and in a few days you will be at rest [àv@ravouv].”’ !? All 
of this suggests that the monks took seriously the exhortation of the beati- 
tude calling them to be ‘‘poor in spirit." By cultivating an honest sense of 
their own lowliness, sinfulness, or poverty of spirit, they could keep at bay 
the treacheries of self-deception to which their pride always led them. From 
this deepened awareness of their capacity for sin, they developed the capac- 
ity to give themselves over in a spirit of trust to the source of their life and 
salvation. 

While the practice of humility indeed brought with it certain undeniable 
benefits, the monks were only too aware of how easily these could be lost 
through complacency. Humility meant therefore that cultivating a sense of 
one's sinfulness must be an ongoing task, an unfolding process which re- 
quired vigilance at each step of the way. Two texts from 1 Corinthians 10, 
both warning against complacency, figured in the thinking of the desert fa- 
thers on this subject. To warn those who thought that merely by becoming 
monks and engaging in ascetical practices they would be protected from 
temptation, Syncletica cited Paul, who said, ‘‘Let him who thinks that he 
stands take heed lest he fall (1 Cor 10:12).’’ Standing—assuming that one 
was in control or that one had reached a necessary level of holiness—was 
dangerous and foolish, for such presumptions simply prepared one for a 
precipitous fall. As Syncletica reminded them, ''taking heed” or having 
humility, was crucial because there was so much that was beyond their con- 
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trol or understanding: ‘‘we sail on in darkness.’’!? Another elder alluded to 
the same text to warn the monks not to measure themselves against one 
another, trying to outdo one another in ascetical endurance. Rather, he said 
“By the grace of Christ, submit yourself in a spirit of poverty and sincere 
charity so that you may not lose your labor through the spirit of vainglory. 
Indeed, it is written, ‘Let him who thinks he is standing take heed, lest he 
fall” (1 Cor 10:12). 7? 

Constant attentiveness to humility was felt to be especially important dur- 
ing times of relative calm, for it was precisely in such moments that one 
could be lured into a false and superficial sense of security. Thus one elder 
recommended that, **When we do not experience warfare, we ought so much 
the more to humiliate ourselves. For God, seeing our weakness, protects us; 
when we glorify ourselves, he withdraws his protection and we are lost.’’! 
A similar saying from Abba Bessarion emphasizes more strongly the scrip- 
tural basis of the exhortation to embrace weakness in order to overcome 
pride. ‘‘When you are at peace," Abba Bessarion said, ‘‘and are not at- 
tacked, humiliate yourself even more [w@AAov rareivoÿ] for fear that if an 
alien joy arises, you will be led into glorifying yourselves and be delivered 
to warfare. For often, because of our weakness, God does not allow us to 
be tempted, in order that we might not perish [1 Cor 10:13]."' ? Such psy- 
chological acuity regarding the inner machinations of pride could only come 
from experience. And this provides a clue regarding how the monks’ own 
interests and keen psychological insight could influence their reading of the 
texts. In this instance, the text to which Bessarion makes reference nowhere 
actually mentions humility. However, Bessarion interprets the phrase, ‘God 
does not allow us to be tempted"' as a source of encouragement, leading the 
monks to ''humiliate themselves’’ as a constant protection against ‘‘alien 
joy” or pride. It is precisely by recognizing, even cultivating ‘‘our weakness 
[àc 0sveios Tjuov]," he suggests, that those who are tempted by this ‘‘alien 
joy” can overcome it and remain ‘‘in peace.” 


Humility: Sharing in Christ’ s Sufferings 


Jesus Christ himself was the model of humility par excellence for the monks. 
The endurance of afflictions, insults, trials, and dishonor for the sake of 
Christ, one of the signs of blessedness in the Beatitudes (Mt 5:10—12), was 
an important ideal for those living in the desert, and an expression of hu- 
mility. However, it is Christ’s own example of humility—his kenosis or 
self-emptying (Phil 2)—whose shadow falls most dramatically across the 
Sayings. The desert fathers sought to follow Christ by walking in the way 
of his humility, by sharing in his sufferings, and by repaying a debt of love 
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to the one who had suffered for them. They were clearly moved by this 
aspect of Christ’s life, and the Sayings reflect how much they struggled to 
realize its meaning in their own lives. By doing so, they hoped to bring 
Christ to life in the desert. 

For Abba Poemen, the whole purpose of the monk’s life in the desert 
could only be understood in reference to the Beatitudes. He asked, ‘‘Is it 
not in order to endure affliction [«ózov] [Mt 5:10ff] that we have come to 
this place?’’?? Similarly, Abba Paphnutius exhorted a brother who asked 
him for a word to seek the way of lowliness portrayed in the Beatitudes: 
**Go and choose trials rather than rest, dishonor rather than glory, and seek 
to give rather than to receive.” ?* Abba Evagrius compared the ideal attitude 
of the monk to the sorry state of the early Christians: **Happy [waxdptos] 
is the monk who thinks he is the offscouring [zepólmmuo] of all (1 Cor 
4:13]. "?5 In words which echo the gospel language regarding the harsh 
treatment Jesus endured, one of the elders declared, *'If you can bear to be 
despised [$9100 vow] [Lk 18:32], that is the great thing, more than all the 
other virtues.” 2 

It was all too easy to mistake false humility for the genuine humility of 
Christ. Because of this, the elders recognized the need for careful discern- 
ment in navigating their way around the shoals of self-deception. We see an 
example of this in a story concerning a brother who came to see Abba 
Serapion for help in overcoming his sinfulness. Having arrived at the elder’s 
cell, the brother refused to join Serapion in prayer or to allow the old man 
to wash his feet, all the while protesting loudly that he was a ‘‘sinner and 
unworthy of the monastic habit.” Serapion quickly perceived that the brother 
was agitated and was behaving disingenuously; he therefore admonished him 
to stay in his cell, pay attention to himself, and do some manual work. The 
brother took great offense at this, and vividly displayed this in his annoyed 
expression. Noticing this, Serapion then confronted the brother, **Up to now 
you have called yourself a sinner and accused yourself of being unworthy 
to live, but when I admonished you lovingly, you were extremely put out. 
If you want to be humble, learn to bear generously what others inflict upon 
you.’’?” A similar warning was issued by Antony when some brothers praised 
a certain monk before him. ‘‘When the monk came to see him, Antony 
wanted to know how he would bear dishonor {@épet àrumiar] [2 Cor 6:8]; 
and seeing that he could not bear it at all, he said to him, ‘You are like a 
village magnificently decorated on the outside, but destroyed from within by 
robbers.’ ’’?8 Genuine humility had to penetrate beyond the level of appear- 
ances and words to reach the core of the person. Sometimes only a certain 
amount of testing and probing could lead the monk to enter into that deeper 
level of humility. 
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For Abba Arsenius, this meant thinking more carefully about what it meant 
for him to take upon himself the yoke of Christ’s humility. He was prompted 
to do this after observing several different people working at their various 
tasks in utter futility. One person had cut some wood and was struggling 
unsuccessfully to carry the pile he had already cut. But instead of taking 
some wood off of the pile, he continued to add more to it. Another was 
trying to draw some water from a lake but poured it into a broken receptacle 
so that the water ran back into the lake. Finally, he saw a pair of men on 
horseback trying to carry a large beam of wood through a doorway. Because 
they insisted on staying on their horses and carrying the wood crosswise, 
they remained outside the door, unable to enter. Then a voice spoke to 
Arsenius, explaining to him the significance of what he had seen: ‘‘These 
men carry the yoke of righteousness with pride, and do not humble them- 
selves [ovK étaTTEwwOnoav . . . EavTovs] so as to correct themselves 
and walk in the humble way of Christ [zropevOjvat TH Tanew 65@ Tov 
Xprorot] [Mt 11:29; Phil 2:5ff]. So they remain outside the Kingdom of 
God. . . [E]veryone must be watchful of his actions, lest he labor in vain”? 
[Phil 2:16].2° 

There are echoes of a cluster of New Testament passages in this saying, 
which suggest the influence of Christ's example of humility on the need for 
vigilance in the monastic life. The people Arsenius observes, who are in 
fact reflections of himself, are shown to be working at different tasks. Still, 
they share one thing in common: none of their work is bearing fruit. Their 
mistake, as Arsenius sees it, is in the insistence with which they ‘‘carry the 
yoke of righteousness with pride, and do not humble themselves and . . . 
walk in the humble way of Christ." This expression calls to mind both 
Jesus’ exhortation to his disciples to practice a ‘‘righteousness [that] exceeds 
that of the scribes and pharisees’’ (Mt 5:20) as well as his invitation to ‘‘take 
my yoke upon you . . . for I am gentle and lowly [razreuvos] in heart. 
. . . (Mt 11:29). However, there is another, even more central image at 
work here, which explains the meaning and significance of watchfulness as 
it is understood in this context: it is the image of Christ found in the great 
hymn in the second chapter of Philippians. There, in contrast to the example 
of the workers in Arsenius's vision who ‘‘do not humble themselves," we 
see one who ‘‘humbled himself [èrameivwaoer &cvróv] and became obe- 
dient unto death (Phil 2:8)."' In light of this unparalleled example of humil- 
ity, Paul calls the Philippians to a very practical response, to live lives of 
holiness, ‘‘blameless and innocent," so that he will know that he did not 
**Jabor in vain (Phil 2:16)."' Arsenius recalls the same example to encourage 
each of his disciples to ‘‘be watchful in his actions [vydew . . . sis Ta 
Epya aævroûl, lest he labor in vain.” Thus, vigilance is understood here to 
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imply an attentiveness toward all of one’s actions, a singleness of purpose 
informed in a particular way by the spirit of humility exemplified by Christ. 

These same texts were drawn upon by Abba John Colobos to emphasize 
the importance of self-accusation in the cultivation of humility. As exacting 
as such self-accusation could be, John recognized that it was in reality a 
light burden when seen in comparison with the habit of pride. ‘“We have 
put the light burden [éAadpov $opríov] on one side, that is to say, self- 
accusation, and we have loaded ourselves with a heavy one [rò Bapv], that 
is to say, self-justification [Mt 11:30; Mt 23:4]. ?? Cultivating humility was 
meant to lead to a spiritual transformation, characterized by an unlikely re- 
versal: that which was previously seen to be easy to bear, namely self- 
justification, was to be exchanged for that which had previously been expe- 
rienced as impossibly heavy, namely self-accusation. 

Following Christ’s way of humility also meant cultivating within oneself 
the attitudes and disposition which led Christ to his death. For Abba Hyper- 
chius, the need for obedience in the monastic life derived from Christ’s 
example of self-emptying. For this reason, he claimed: ‘‘Obedience is the 
best ornament of the monk. He who has acquired it will be heard by God, 
and he will stand beside the crucified with confidence [uera wrappynotas 
TÓ oTavpwbEevTL TapaaTyHaeTat], for the crucified became obedient unto 
death (Phil 2:8).''?! Obedience in the life of the monk was a kind of cruci- 
fixion, a death to self which, if undertaken freely, could produce abundant 
fruit. To another elder, imitating the crucified one meant being like Christ 
in his total dependence upon God in the midst of his sufferings. When a 
brother asked the old man how to be saved, he answered him with a dra- 
matic gesture: ‘‘[He] took off his habit, girded his loins and raised his hands 
to heaven, saying, ‘So should the monk be . . . crucified. . . . [I]n his 
thoughts the monk stands, his arms stretched out in the form of a cross to 
heaven, calling on God. . . .''?? For another, following the crucified one 
was synonymous with single-minded resolve to resist all other distractions 
and enticements: ‘‘Only the one who has seen the hare follows it till he 
catches it, not letting himself be turned from his course by those who go 
back, and not caring about the ravines, rocks and undergrowth. So it is with 
him who seeks Christ as master: always devoting himself to the cross, he 
cares for none of the scandals that occur, till he reaches the crucified.” ?? 
This saying echoes an attitude we saw earlier referring to the monk's ap- 
proach to Scripture: just as one was not to be satisfied until he had ‘‘at- 
tained’’ the words of Scripture, so too the monk was not to rest until he had 
"reached" or ‘‘attained’’ the place where the crucified one dwells. 

To attain the place of the crucified one in this way meant participating 
deeply in the paschal mystery itself. The monk had to die to all that within 
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himself which separated him from God and to come to live completely in 
Christ. We can see this aspiration expressed in some questions which were 
put to Abba Moses. A brother came to him saying, ‘‘I see something in 
front of me and I am not able to grasp it." The old man said to him, ‘‘If 
you do not become dead like those who are in the tomb, you will not be 
able to grasp [karaoxeir] it.” 34 Another time, a brother asked Abba Moses 
how someone could consider himself to be ‘‘dead toward his neighbor.”’ 
Moses responded: ‘‘Unless a person considers in his heart that he is already 
three days in the tomb, he cannot attain [@dvet] this saying." '?? The ques- 
tion of how to ‘‘die toward one’s neighbor’’ apparently preoccupied Abba 
Moses, for it figures in several of his sayings.*° Taken altogether, they ex- 
press an attitude toward humility which draws inspiration from several bib- 
lical images and which is based on a profound appropriation of the paschal 
mystery. The allusion to Christ’s burial is clear; the monk is called to par- 
ticipate in this burial. To ‘‘become dead’’ in this way is an expression of 
one’s allegiance, of where one’s life is rooted. The biblical impulse for this 
idea can be found at least in part in Romans (6:10ff). Speaking of Christ, 
Paul said: ‘‘The death he died he died to sin, once for all, but the life he 
lives he lives to God. So you must also consider yourself dead to sin and 
alive to God in Christ Jesus.’’ There may also be echoes of Colossians (3:3— 
5) here: ‘‘For you have died and your life is hid with Christ in God . . . 
put to death therefore what is earthly in you. . . .’’ As Abba Moses under- 
stood it, the expression of such an attitude should be practical, and ought to 
manifest itself in one’s relationships with others. Humility in this sense means 
cultivating a genuine indifference toward both the praise and criticism of 
others, based on the knowledge that the source and center of life lie else- 
where, hidden in Christ. This aspiration to follow Christ in his path of self- 
emptying, to live completely in the mystery of Christ’s suffering, is aptly 
expressed by Abba John Colobos. He counseled the brothers simply to live 
‘tin the cross [év oravp@).’’*” 

The desert fathers were conscious that their own sufferings were to be 
embraced because of the sufferings endured by Christ for their sakes. An 
episode related by Abba Elias indicates an awareness of Christ’s presence in 
the midst of the struggles of the monks and the Christ-centered character of 
their labors. He tells of an elder who occupied a pagan temple and was 
attacked by demons who commanded him to depart from ‘‘their domain.’’ 
When the old man refused to leave the place, the demons increased their 
attacks. One of them even dragged him bodily to the door of the temple to 
throw him out. In desperation, the elder cried out, ‘‘Jesus, save me,” and 
immediately the demons left him. Finally, overwhelmed by the level and 
intensity of the violence that had been inflicted upon him, the elder broke 
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down and wept. Then the Lord appeared to him, and said: ‘Why are you 
weeping?’’ and the old man said: ‘‘Because the devils have dared to seize a 
man and treat him like this." The Lord said to him: ‘‘You had been care- 
less. As soon as you turned to me again, you see I was beside you.” Elias 
comments on the significance of this story: ‘‘I say this, because it is neces- 
sary to take great pains, and anyone who does not do so, cannot come to 
his God. For he himself was crucified for our sake.” ?? Expressing a similar 
sentiment, Abba Isidore said: ‘‘Even if Isidore were burned, and his ashes 
thrown to the winds, I would not allow myself any relaxation, because the 
Son of God came here for our sake.”’* The humility Christ showed in 
embracing the full range of human experience provided the model and the 
inspiration for the monks’ unrelenting quest for lowliness. The monks’ '*hard 
work,” in fact the whole monastic endeavor, only makes sense as a re- 
sponse of love for what God had done for them in Christ. The movement 
toward humility, then, was rooted in love. 


Realization of Humility 


Because fulfilling the commandment to be humble required one to move 
ever deeper into obscurity, to consciously acquire a lowly place, it would 
be surprising if we were to find many places in the Sayings celebrating the 
monks’ fulfillment of this virtue. Acts of humility are, by their very nature, 
difficult to see. Even here, however, the desert fathers had an eye for the 
significant gesture, the act which expressed an inner grasp of the virtue of 
humility. Their attention to these acts reflects the monks’ conviction that the 
commandment to take on the humility of the cross, to become poor in spirit, 
had been fulfilled by some in their midst. Words and stories of those who 
had realized this humility were thus cherished and passed on, so that others 
could absorb something of this spirit in their own lives. 


Moving Toward Obscurity 


A conscious movement toward obscurity, a social, material, and spiritual 
**downward mobility," was startling to encounter in the flesh. Therefore it 
is not surprising to find stories which narrate the meaning of this movement 
toward humility in considerable detail. What did such movement look like? 
As we noted earlier, poverty and social status were relative and subjective 
matters. The monastic life might well represent a way up in the world for 
certain poor villagers. The important thing was to begin from where one 
was and make one's whole life a movement toward humility. This could 
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mean completely different things for different monks. We see a striking 
illustration of this in a story concerning an encounter between Abba Arsen- 
ius, a well-educated man of senatorial rank who had taken up life in the 
desert, and ‘‘one of the great Egyptian [monks].’’ The story reveals how 
different the attitudes toward humility could be for people from different 
cultural and social backgrounds and how, where humility was concerned, 
appearances could be deceiving. The Egyptian monk had heard about Abba 
Arsenius and had come to visit him. When he arrived at Arsenius’s place, 
he noticed that he was wearing fine clothing, that he possessed a bed with a 
cover and a pillow, and that his feet were clean and shod in sandals. **No- 
ticing all this, he was shocked, because such a way of life is not usual in 
that district; much greater austerity is required." Now Arsenius recognized 
that his visitor was shocked and proposed that they celebrate a feast together 
on account of the elder's visit. The elder left the next morning ‘‘without 
being edified.’’ But Arsenius, unhappy with the turn of events and wanting 
to edify the old man, sent someone to bring him back. Arsenius then pro- 
ceeded to put some questions to him: 


**[O]f what country are you?’ He said, ‘‘Egypt.’’ ‘‘And of what city?" “I 
am not a citizen at all.” ‘And what was your work in the village?" “I was 
a herdsman.”” ‘‘Where did you sleep?” He replied, ‘‘In the field." “Did you 
have anything to lie upon?” He said, ‘‘Would I go and put a bed under myself 
in a field?" ‘‘But how did you sleep?" He said, ‘‘On the bare ground." 
[Arsenius] said next, ‘‘What was your food in the fields and what did you 
drink?’’ He replied, ‘‘Is there food and drink in the fields?” ‘‘But how did 
you live?" “I ate dry bread, and, if I found any, green herbs and water.” 
[Arsenius] replied, '*Great hardship! Was there a bath-house for washing in 
the village?” He replied, “No, only the river, when we wanted it.’’ 


After Arsenius heard all this and saw how hard the man's former life had 
been, he told him of his own former way of life when he was in the world, 
**with the intention of helping him.” 


“I, the poor man whom you see, am of the great city of Rome and I was a 
great man in the palace of the emperor. . . . [T]hen I left the city and came 
to this desert. I whom you see had great houses and many riches and having 
despised them I have come to this little cell. I whom you see had beds all of 
gold with coverings of great value, and in exchange for that, God has given 
me this little bed and this skin. Moreover, my clothes were the most expensive 
kind and in their stead I wear these garments of no value. Again, at my table 
there was much gold and instead of that God has given me this little dish of 
vegetables and a cup of wine. There were many slaves to serve me and see 
how in exchange for that, God troubles this old man to serve me. Instead of 
the bath-house, I throw a little water over my feet and wear sandals because 
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of my weakness. Instead of music and lyres, I say the twelve psalms and the 
same at night. Instead of the sins I used to commit, I now say my rule of 
prayer. So then, I beg you, abba, do not be shocked at my weakness.'' Hear- 
ing this, the Egyptian came to his senses and said, **Woe to me, for after so 
much hardship in the world, I have found ease; and what I did not have 
before, that I now possess. While after such great ease, you have come to 
hardship; from great glory and riches, you have come to humility and pov- 
erty.” ^? 


This story presents a startling and memorable image of what it meant to 
embrace a life of humility. It surprises in part because Arsenius's way of 
life has so little to commend it when measured against the accepted ascetical 
standards of the desert. By those standards, he has adopted not a life of 
humility, but a life of ease. Nor does Arsenius's lengthy explanation and 
defense of his way of life seem to present a sterling example of humility. 
Still, the contrast between the two men's lives, and in particular the contrast 
in the directions of their lives, was clearly a memorable and poignant re- 
minder for the monks of how personal and subjective the experience of 
humility was. Arsenius, in spite of the relative ease of his life, had clearly 
**come down in the world.” He had learned to ‘‘despise’’ the riches and 
wealth of his life, taking up instead life of hardship, humility, and poverty 
in a tiny cell in the desert. The Egyptian monk had moved in precisely the 
opposite direction—from a life of great hardship and vulnerability in the 
open fields to the relative security and ease of the monastic life. Although 
the Egyptian's life was still, by any objective standards, much harder and 
lowlier than Arsenius's, the consistent downward trajectory of Arsenius's 
life revealed an experience of humility which the Egyptian did not have. 
Even Arsenius's defense and explanation of his way of life reveals this hu- 
mility: having drawn out the contrasts between their two lives, he begs the 
Egyptian ‘‘not to be shocked at my weakness.’’ After his long years in the 
desert, even after his great descent, it is not the virtue of his life, but his 
**weakness'' which is most painfully apparent to Arsenius. 

This acute sense of weakness, or sinfulness—even after years of striving 
in the desert—was a quality which often marked the end of the lives of the 
holy ones in the desert and was seen as one of the clearest signs of humility. 
It was often expressed in terms of ‘‘not having yet begun’’ along the way. 
This unselfconscious acknowledgement of one's status as a beginner was 
seen as an indication of deep self-knowledge and as an expression of how 
much space one had allowed within oneself for God. Ironically, this sense 
of being at the beginning was almost never expressed by beginners, but 
rather by those who had lived many long years in the desert, and who were 
most highly esteemed. Because of this, such a declaration on the part of a 
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revered elder often shocked and scandalized those who heard it. At the same 
time, these words conveyed the actual ‘‘presence’’ of humility in the one 
who uttered them. As Pambo neared death, he reflected on his life and all 
that he had accomplished: *'I do not remember having eaten bread which 
was not the fruit of my hands and I have not repented of a word I have said 
up to the present time . . . yet I am going to God as one who has not yet 
begun to serve God.’’*! When Sisoes was nearing death, he told those gath- 
ered around him that he wished to ‘‘do a little penance’’ before he died. His 
disciples protested, insisting that surely he no longer had the need to do any 
penance. But Sisoes only responded, ‘‘Truly, I am not aware of having 
made a beginning yet.” ? 

Such consciousness of one’s status as a beginner also had a sobering in- 
fluence upon anyone who might wish to exaggerate the importance of ex- 
traordinary religious experiences. Abba John Colobos was sitting in church 
on one occasion and ‘‘gave out a sigh, unaware that there was someone 
behind him. When he noticed the other one, he prostrated himself before 
him, saying, ‘Forgive me, Abba, for I have not yet made a beginning.’ "' 
This is a telling response. We know from other instances in the Sayings that 
such a sigh or groan was sometimes associated with an ecstasy or some kind 
of extraordinary experience. Abba John’s insistence on being treated as a 
beginner served to deflect attention from his experience and focus it on his 
palpable sense of being utterly dependent upon God for everything. The 
immediacy of John’s response illustrates how deeply this sensitivity had 
penetrated his heart. Even though he was gifted with an intimate and pro- 
found experience of God, or perhaps because of this very experience, he 
remained firmly convinced of his own obscurity before God. It was, how- 
ever, a fruitful obscurity.* Abba Arsenius shows that a consciousness of 
being ‘‘at the beginning'' was one of the most powerful weapons in the fight 
against the demons. One day, as he was being harassed by demons, he was 
overheard to pray to God in language soaked in humility, **O God, do not 
leave me. I have done nothing good in your sight, but according to your 
goodness, let me now make a beginning of good." ^* 

A saying from Abba Matoes suggests the importance of humility even in 
the face of great spiritual accomplishments. It concerns some monks who 
were said to have fulfilled and even surpassed the command to ‘‘Love your 
enemies [Mt 5:44].’’ Hearing of this, a brother asked Matoes: *'How is it 
that the monks did more than the Scriptures required in loving their enemies 
more than themselves?'' Matoes responded by agreeing with the brother that 
it was a great thing to have surpassed the teaching of Scripture in this way. 
But he also reminded him that it was always necessary to remember one's 
status as a beginner. Speaking of his own experience, Matoes says: ''As for 
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me, I have not yet managed to love those who love me as I love myself [Mt 
22:39; Lv 19:18]." ^ Matoes’s honesty is disarming. His comments reveal 
him to be a person who has realized within himself what it means to be 
always at the beginning. His brief understated reference to his own limita- 
tions provides a glimpse of someone who knows the meaning of humility. 
Moreover, he shows that the sense of one’s limitations and dependence upon 
the grace of God which characterizes true humility could give one real in- 
sight into the meaning of the Gospel. 


Humility in Relationships 


The monks sought to cultivate an attitude of humility not only in relationship 
with God, but also in relationship with their fellow human beings. Practicing 
humility in relationships was one of the most demanding and personally 
costly dimensions of monastic life. It was the ‘‘acid test’’ for deciding whether 
humility was to remain on the level of ideas or was to become a living 
reality. Every day there were endless opportunities to assert oneself and 
one’s opinions at the expense of others, to insist on one’s status, to engage 
in petty disputes, to hold grudges, to respond to perceived injustices against 
oneself with righteous indignation. And such responses were often natural 
and understandable. However, the monks sought to overcome their natural 
tendency to grasp at their own rights and privileges through the practice of 
humility. They wanted to place human relationships on a different footing, 
to undermine the impulses which perpetuated discord and factionalism. In 
short, they sought to create an atmosphere in which it would be easier to 
love. Consciously taking the lowest place was a first step in this process. In 
this sense, humility became an expression of love. 

The humility of the biblical heroes could be useful in shedding light on 
what it meant to practice such humility in everyday life. One issue that 
caused some confusion for the monks was their practice of making prostra- 
tions before one another. Although this gesture was grounded in a sense of 
respect for the other person, it was apparently unclear to some how far these 
acts should be taken. Once a brother asked an elder whether or not it was 
correct to ‘‘make many prostrations [weTavotas TroXAAds]." The elder re- 
sponded with a telling reference to the example of Joshua: ‘‘We see that 
God appeared to Joshua, son of Nun, when he was prostrate [ème zrpóawrrov] 
[Jos 5:14].'* ^6 The passage from the book of Joshua tells how Joshua, re- 
alizing that he was standing on holy ground in the presence of an angel of 
the Lord ‘‘fell prostrate [messy ért mpórwmrov] to the ground in wor- 
ship.” The elder's reference to the example of Joshua's humility before God 
indicates the reverence with which the monks approached the question of 
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prostrations and the significance they attached to the practice. Without an- 
swering the question about prostrations directly, the elder nevertheless hints 
that such an act of humility and respect toward others is entirely appropriate. 
Every human encounter, he suggests, represents a potential experience of 
God’s intimate presence. A similar sensibility is reflected in a saying which 
uses the example of Abraham’s hospitality to his angelic visitors (Gn 18) as 
a model for the respect and hospitality that the monks were to show one 
another. Abba Apollo told the brothers that they should ‘‘bow before the 
brothers who come, because it is not before them, but before God that we 
prostrate ourselves. . . .”’ On what authority does he say this? Apollo noted 
simply, ‘‘[W]e have received that from Abraham.''^' This concrete act of 
prostration before others, a small act in itself, captures well the motivation 
behind the monks’ practice of humility in relationships: the ‘‘other’’ is God. 

Silence could also be a profound expression of humility. As we saw ear- 
lier, the monks were painfully aware of the damage which words could 
inflict on others, and for this reason they sought to practice silence as much 
as possible. In the heat of an argument however, it was completely natural 
to want to defend oneself or defend another. To refrain from doing so was 
an expression of humility. Abba Matoes said, ‘‘If someone speaks to you 
about some topic, do not argue with him, but if he is right, say, ‘Yes’; if 
he is wrong, say, ‘You know what you are saying’ and do not argue with 
him about what he has said. That is humility.”’* Abba Poemen looked 
directly to Scripture for help in this matter, citing the example of the psalm- 
ist as one who taught him the importance of maintaining silence whenever 
a troublesome matter came up at the monastery. Abba Nisterus once asked 
Poemen how he had learned to restrain himself in this way. Poemen said he 
had been influenced by the example of the psalmist: ‘*When I first came to 
the monastery, I said to myself, ‘You and the donkey are the same. The 
donkey is beaten but he does not speak, and when ill treated he does not 
reply: now you must do the same, as the psalmist says [to God]: ‘I have 
become like a beast in your sight; nevertheless, I am continually with you’ 
(Ps 72:22—23).’’*? The sentiment of the Psalm reveals a curious mixture of 
severe humility and serene confidence. In imitating the humility of the psalmist, 
Poemen seems to suggest, one could learn to be free from the need to throw 
oneself into every fray that arises. Furthermore, the practice of this silent 
humility would bring one close to God. 

For Abba John Colobos, the relationship between silence and humility 
was revealed through the example of the patriarch Joseph. John asked some 
brothers who were with him: **Who sold Joseph [into slavery] [Gn 37:27- 
36]?" One brother replied, with what must have seemed to him like a safe 
answer: ''It was his brothers.’’ But Abba John said to him, ‘‘No, his hu- 
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mility sold him [rareivwois avTov rémpaker abróv]. He could have ob- 
jected and said, ‘I am their brother’ but because he kept silence, he sold 
himself by his humility.''?? We see here an interesting example of how the 
interests and imagination of the monks could influence their interpretation 
of certain biblical texts. In this case, Abba John's interest in the virtue of 
humility led him to search for it in the biblical story, even when there was 
no evidence that it was mentioned anywhere in the text. He engages in a 
piece of imaginative exegesis, drawing from his own experience of how 
silence is often linked to humility to show Joseph as a model of silent hu- 
mility. Though he clearly reads into the text from from his own experience, 
he nevertheless makes legitimate use of a particular element of the text — 
Joseph's silence—to suggest another possible meaning for this biblical story. 
The pedagogical significance of his interpretation of Joseph's example is 
plain: Joseph's humility was not merely a virtue he occasionally practiced 
but was intrinsic to him. His refusal to be drawn into defending himself in 
any way was an expression of who he was. So, too, all of those living in 
the desert should be willing to embrace humility and realize it completely 
within themselves. 

Concern for status sometimes caused conflict within the early monastic 
communities and it could severely test one's commitment to humility. The 
tension which the issue of status produced manifested itself sometimes in 
relationships between the ordained and the unordained monks, and other 
times between elders with varying amounts of personal and spiritual author- 
ity. Those who showed themselves uninterested in either seeking or preserv- 
ing such status provided living examples of the practice of humility. For 
many of the elders, ordination was something to be avoided at all cost. For 
one thing, it was felt to be only for those who were ‘‘without reproach,”’ 
and rarely did the monks see themselves as worthy. Also, the status and 
honor which accompanied ordination were seen as nuisances, or even worse, 
impediments to salvation. We can well understand then, Abba Matoes's 
consternation when, during a journey with a companion to the desert near 
Mt. Sinai, he was seized by the local bishop and ordained a priest. Matoes 
expressed his reservations this way: ''I did not wish it to be sure; but what 
really troubles me is that I must be separated from the brother who is with 
me and I am not able to keep on saying the prayers quite alone." The 
bishop, wishing to accommodate Matoes, asked him whether his brother 
was worthy of ordination. Matoes said, *'I do not know if he is worthy of 
it; I only know one thing, that he is better than I.” So the bishop ordained 
the brother also. But in spite of their ordinations, neither of them ever ap- 
proached the sanctuary to celebrate the eucharist. Their sense of unworthi- 
ness kept them away.?! Others who had been ordained were similarly re- 
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served about their status and showed real sensitivity for the feelings of others. 
Thus we hear that, ‘‘Peter, priest of Dios, when he prayed with others, 
ought to have stood in front, because he was a priest. But because of his 
humility, he stood behind. . . ." Nor did he make a show of this humility. 
Rather ‘‘he did this without annoying anyone.’’ ? 

Status differences existed not only between the ordained and unordained 
but also between unordained elders. A certain elder who lived at Scetis 
enjoyed considerable fame and repute. But when Abba Poemen’s group came 
to Scetis, some of the elders’ followers left him and came to seek the coun- 
sel of Abba Poemen. Poemen was grieved by this and said to his followers, 
**What is to be done about this great old man, for men grieve him by leav- 
ing him and coming to us who are nothing? What shall we do, then, to 
comfort this old man?’’ Then they prepared some food and went off to visit 
the old man, hoping to share a meal with him and so bring some comfort to 
him. When they arrived, they knocked on the door and told the old man’s 
disciple, ‘‘Tell the abba it is Poemen who desires to be blessed by him.” 
The old man would not let them in, but in spite of the heat, Poemen and 
his disciples refused to depart but waited outside his door. Finally, ‘‘seeing 
their humility and patience, the old man was filled with compunction and 
opened the door to them. They they went in and ate with him. During the 
meal he said, ‘Truly, not only what I have heard about you is true, but I 
see that your works are a hundred-fold greater,’ and from that day, he be- 
came their friend. ? The humility exemplified by Poemen in this story 
shows how this quality could help to break down the animosity and jealousy 
which could build up between ‘‘rival”” elders and their disciples. He refused 
to be drawn into such a dispute and initiated action which he hoped would 
diffuse tensions and ease the feelings of the old man. It is Poemen’s humil- 
ity in action—his decision to seek the old man’s blessing and his willingness 
to sit outside the old man’s door—which resolves the tension and eases the 
feelings of the old man. It is only when the old man ‘‘sees their humility’’— 
Poemen and his disciples crouching outside his door waiting for his bless- 
ing—that his heart is pierced. He had ‘‘heard of’’ Poemen and of his repu- 
tation for humility but had remained skeptical about it. Now, witnessing 
Poemen's humility—his ‘‘works’’—before him, he was moved beyond words. 

It was not uncommon for such misunderstandings between the monks to 
become hardened, leading to deep, unresolved tensions. When one or both 
of the persons involved insisted on justifying themselves, it could make 
reconciliation appear almost impossible. In such circumstances, the elders 
recognized that nothing short of an act of genuine humility would allow the 
knot to be unraveled. In the context of such a deep misunderstanding, the 
question, ‘What is humility?’’ had a simple but penetrating answer: ‘‘It is 
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when your brother sins against you and you forgive him before he comes to 
ask for forgiveness.’’** One story, which illustrates this, suggests that it was 
only through realizing this kind of humility in practice that one could be- 
come reconciled to another with whom one had a disagreement. A brother 
was angry with another brother for something he had done. As soon as the 
second one learned of this, he came to ask the brother to forgive him. But 
the first brother would not oper the door to him. So the one who had come 
to ask for forgiveness went to ask an old man the reason for this and what 
he should do. The old man told him, 


*'See if there is not a motive in your heart such as blaming your brother or 
thinking that it is he who is responsible. You justify yourself, and that is why 
he is not moved to open the door to you. In addition, I tell you this: even if 
it is he who has sinned against you, settle it in your heart that it is you who 
have sinned against him and justify your brother. Then God will move him to 
reconcile himself with you.'' Convinced, the brother did this; then he went to 
knock at the brother's door and almost before he heard the sound, the other 
was first to ask pardon from the inside. Then he opened the door and em- 
braced him with all his heart.°° 


This story reveals the kind of psychological honesty and moral courage which 
was required if one was to realize the meaning of humility in one's actions. 
The second brother's apparently virtuous action of going to ask his brother's 
forgiveness was shown by the elder to have been compromised by the real 
motives of his heart: a desire to blame the other and justify himself. Another 
version of the same story includes a question not found in this version which 
highlights the superficiality of the brother's request for forgiveness. The old 
man asked the brother, *'Tell me the truth, do you not justify yourself in 
your heart, saying you are making him an act of penitence, though actually 
. . . you are asking his pardon [only] in order to obey the command- 
ment?'' 6 [t is clear why the other brother would not open the door to him: 
he had not really humiliated himself and sincerely asked for forgiveness. 
The concluding part of the story illustrates with delightful irony the effec- 
tiveness of humility put into action. The first brother, having finally realized 
what was required of him if he were to act with humility, went to ask 
forgiveness again. This second time, the sound of his knock on the door 
alone was enough to convince the brother inside of his sincerity. Before he 
could even speak, the second brother, from inside his cell asked the first for 
forgiveness. It was humility, realized in the first brother's genuine change 
of heart, that effected the reconciliation between the two brothers. 

A simple, but genuine gesture of humility toward another human being 
could have astonishing revelatory power. A lifetime of struggle could be 
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lifted in an instant by such an act of generosity, shedding new light on the 
meaning and purpose of one’s life. One story tells of an old man who had 
practiced great fasting and asceticism for over seventy years. One day he 
asked God the meaning of a ‘‘word of Scripture” [bmuaros Ths ypabñs], 
but God did not reveal it to him. At this the old man said to himself, ‘‘ ‘I 
have given myself so much affliction without obtaining anything, so I will 
go to see my brother and ask him.’ But as he was closing the door behind 
him to go to see his brother, an angel of the Lord was sent to him who said, 
‘These seventy years you have fasted have not brought you near to God, but 
when you humiliated yourself [éta7retvwaas &ovróv] by going to see your 
brother, I was sent to tell you the meaning of this word.’ "?? Were this 
story merely an illustration of how the practice of humility had helped reveal 
the meaning of one particular saying from Scripture, it would be of some 
interest to us. But it goes further. The implication is that the old man had 
never really understood Scripture, or even the point of life in the desert 
up until this moment. By humiliating himself and breaking out of his isola- 
tion to seek help from his brother, the old man had begun, even at this late 
hour, on the road to wisdom. The story suggests the power inherent in the 
actual practice of the teaching of Scripture: it was the concrete act of self- 
humiliation which opened the doors of understanding. The fulfillment of the 
‘‘first commandment'' was the key that unlocked for the old man the mean- 
ing of the whole treasure of Scripture and the meaning of his own life. 

The generosity implied in such an act of humility manifests itself vividly 
in the monks' willingness to endure, in silence and patience, unjust accusa- 
tions sometimes brought against them. Sometimes the accusations were made 
by fellow monks; other times the elders were accused of wrongdoing by 
those living in the nearby villages. The stories relating such actions suggest 
that some monks had so realized the spirit of humility within themselves 
that it was possible to bear with such accusations graciously and generously. 
And, as we have already seen, the practice of such humility was perceived 
to have power and redemptive value. The connection between humility and 
the willingness to bear with unjust accusations is made clear in a story con- 
cerning a brother who was singled out as a focus for complaints by his 
fellow monks. He had made a habit of ‘‘taking upon himself all the broth- 
ers’ accusations,’’ and even of ''accusing himself’’ of things he had not 
actually done. The complaints against him began to grow and become more 
vocal, some saying, ‘This person commits many sins and does not work."' 
But one of the elders knew about the brother's practice, and said to the 
others, ‘‘I would rather have the single mat he makes with humility than all 
these you make with pride." Then, in a dramatic demonstration of the power 
of such humility, the elder instructed them all to bring their mats to him. 
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He lit a fire and threw all of their mats onto it. The only mat which did not 
burn was the one made ‘‘with humility.” 58 We have seen the symbolism of 
fire in other stories. Like the precious book which extinguished a fire when 
it was thrown into its midst, the imperishable mat vividly conveys the power 
of the brother’s humility. The story also communicates how deeply humility 
inheres in the brother’s life: humility has been woven into his mat as care- 
fully as it has been woven into his life. 

We also find stories in the Sayings of monks unfairly accused by the local 
villagers of sexual misconduct. The cost of bearing with unjust accusations 
in such cases could include not only enduring the pain of knowing oneself 
as having been unfairly accused, but even severe physical abuse. The two 
stories which describe this most graphically concern Abba Macarius the Great 
and Abba Nicon, each of whom was blamed for an act which he did not 
commit—getting a girl pregnant. Abba Macarius relates that when the vil- 
lagers heard that he was responsible for the girl's condition, “‘they came to 
seize me, led me to the village and hung pots black with soot and various 
other things round my neck and led me through the village in all directions, 
beating me . . . [T]hey beat me almost to death." Macarius’s response? 
He accepted their accusations and set himself to work to begin earning a 
living for ‘‘his wife.’’?°? In the case of Abba Nicon, ‘‘they inflicted many 
blows upon him, and wanted to drive him away,’ but he asked them if he 
could be allowed to stay and ‘‘do penance’’ for the act for which he had 
been unjustly accused.™ In both cases the truth was eventually discovered 
and the true perpetrator of the deed exposed; in the meantime, the one who 
was accused bore the accusation and the accompanying ridicule and abuse 
with humble silence. What emerges is a picture or image of humility real- 
ized under the severest of pressures. There is in these stories the conviction 
that truth—in this case the truth of humility—has an inherent power and will 
eventually emerge into the light of day. Whether this happened in every 
such case, we do not know. However, the desert fathers were apparently 
willing to take the personal risks that such a belief in truth required. 

Abba John Colobos reminded those who might have faced similar abuse 
in their lives that they had good reason to be hopeful. Echoing the Beati- 
tudes, he said: ''Even if we are completely despised before men, let us 
rejoice that we are honored in the sight of God.’’®! Apparently, he knew 
the meaning of these words, for he himself was revered throughout Scetis 
as one who had realized the call to humility. One of the elders asked, in 
astonishment: ‘‘Who is this John, who by his humility, has all Scetis hang- 
ing from his little finger?” ©? There is a striking irony here: the one who had 
entered into the deepest obscurity, who had realized humility in his own life 
to such a great degree, emerged with immense power. 
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Humility as Power 


This power manifested itself most dramatically in the monk’s capacity to 
overcome the haunting force of demonic attacks. This was a potent symbolic 
expression of the monk’s mastery over the inner world: the person who had 
embraced obscurity, emptiness, and vulnerability wielded a dazzling confi- 
dence against those powers arrayed against him. Here, emptiness portended 
a presence, a fullness over which the demonic forces had no real power. And 
this sense of ‘‘presence in emptiness” had a striking effect on the way the 
elders approached the interpretation of Scripture. As we noted earlier, the 
monks’ recitation or remembrance of certain texts from Scripture was often 
a source of encouragement in their struggles against the demonic forces that 
plagued them. Even more efficacious than this recitation of Scripture, how- 
ever, and the end toward which all recitation of Scripture was meant to lead, 
was the realization of Scripture in one’s life. The realization of humility was 
seen as giving the monks unusual power over the evil forces that plagued them. 

In one instance a demon approached Macarius with a knife and tried to 
cut his foot. However, ‘‘because of [Macarius’s] humility, he could not do 
so. He said to Macarius, ‘All that you have, we have also; you are distin- 
guished from us only by humility; by that you get the better of us.’ "9 
Humility, the sign of lowliness and obscurity, was, by one of the ironies 
characteristic of the desert, a source of great power. It is about power that 
a demon asked Macarius on another occasion in which his assaults were 
repelled: **What is your power, Macarius, that it makes me powerless against 
you?” He did not have to wait for Macarius's response, for he already knew 
the answer. He ruefully admitted: ‘‘[I]t is your humility. Because of that, I 
can do nothing against you.” 64 

Only those who had realized the power of humility within themselves 
could cast evil out of another. ‘‘A man possessed by the devil, who was 
foaming terribly at the mouth, struck a hermit-monk on the cheek. The old 
man turned and offered him the other. Then the devil, unable to bear the 
burning of humility [7vpwow TT) Tametvwoews], disappeared immedi- 
ately.” 65 In another instance, an elder from the Thebaid went to cast a 
demon out of someone who was possessed. The demon said to the elder, 
** ‘I am going to come out, but I am going to ask you a question, tell me, 
who are the goats and who are the sheep?’ The old man said, ‘I am one of 
the goats, but as for the sheep, God alone knows who they are.’ When he 
heard this, the devil began to cry out with a loud voice, ‘Because of your 
humility, I am going away,’ and he departed at the same hour.’’® The 
common theme in all these stories is the presence of humility within the 
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monk; it was the inherent quality of this virtue which gave the monks 
the power to drive the demons out. 

Perhaps the best illustration of how this power worked in the life of the 
monk is seen in a story concerning a demon-possessed girl and the healing 
power of some anchorites. This story reflects the monks’ conviction that 
such inherent power implied a profound interpretation of Scripture. The text 
most fully expressed its transforming power through being fulfilled or appro- 
priated in the life of a holy person. The story recounts that a monk who 
knew the family of the girl told her father, **No one can heal your daughter 
except some anchorites whom I know, but if you ask them to do so, they 
will not agree because of their humility.'' To get around this difficulty, he 
proposed a ruse: ‘‘When they come to the market, you should look as though 
you want to buy their goods. When they come to receive the price, we will 
ask them to say a prayer and I believe she will be healed.’’ The two men 
went to the market, where they found a disciple of the anchorites sitting 
down, selling their goods. They led him away with his baskets, ostensibly 
to pay him, but in reality to ask him to say the prayer. When they reached 
the house, their carefully laid plan suddenly came unraveled, for the demon- 
possessed girl ran from the house and slapped the disciple across the face. 
But, 


he only turned the other cheek, according to the Lord’s Command [Mt 5:39]. 
The devil, tortured by this, cried out, ‘What violence! The commandment of 
Jesus drives me out [6 Bia!  évroAñ rov 'Inco? ex8áAAec ue]. Imme- 
diately, the woman was cleansed. When the [anchorites] came, they heard 
what had happened and glorified God saying, ‘‘This is how the pride of the 
devil is brought low, through the humility of the commandment of Christ 
[rareivooews Ths EVTOAS Tov Xptorrod).’’*” 


This story reveals much about the presuppositions, purpose, and realiza- 
tion of the desert hermeneutic, particularly as it applies to the virtue of 
humility. It suggests that the authority and power which the anchorites were 
seen to possess was a direct expression of the purity and integrity of their 
lives. Those who knew the anchorites emphasized in the same breath both 
their power to heal the girl and their probable unwillingness to do so; they 
knew that the anchorites would not knowingly allow themselves to be drawn 
into a public display of their power. The anchorites’ unwillingness to heal 
the girl is seen not as callousness but rather as a sign that their reputation 
for holiness is deserved. And as the action unfolds, we see the qualities for 
which the anchorites were known exemplified in the immediacy and single- 
mindedness with which the disciple of the anchorites responded to events. 
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It is significant, moreover, that these qualities are seen to flow from a deep 
appropriation of Scripture. 

When the demon-possessed girl failed to play her part by waiting patiently 
for the plan to unfold but instead came running out and delivered a blow to 
the monk, he turned his other cheek immediately and in conformity with the 
Gospel command. Thus the demon was driven out by the commandment 
realized in action. The departure of the demon and the statement uttered 
upon his departure—‘‘The commandment of Jesus drives me out’’—serve 
as a reminder of what it meant for the elders to interpret a biblical text fully: 
the meaning of a text could only be realized completely through applicatio, 
action. The story as a whole suggests that for the desert fathers genuine 
interpretation of Scripture necessarily involved engaging in a concrete ‘‘her- 
meneutical action.’’ Moreover, it shows that the power to engage in such an 
action depended in no small part on the purity of heart, or in this case, the 
humility, of the one acting. To have such power and purity of heart required 
one to have appropriated the text on a very deep level—in a sense to have 
become the text. 

To realize humility in one’s life implied ongoing sacrifice and endless 
small deaths to oneself for the sake of others. It meant, finally, opening 
oneself ever more deeply to the inexorable demands of love. 
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The Commandment of Love 


Love was at the heart of the desert fathers’ world. Whatever diverse motives 
may have first drawn them to the desert, whatever particular struggles oc- 
cupied them during their sojourn there, the end of all their longings was 
ultimately expressed as love. The language, the attitudes, and the actions of 
the desert fathers were filled with this longing, with the desire to be touched 
and transformed by love. Nearly every significant act in the Sayings either 
moved toward or grew out of the commandment to love. It would not be an 
exaggeration to say that the biblical commandment to love, more than any 
other, defined and gave shape to the world in which the desert fathers lived. 
The memories of that world, preserved by later generations of monks, sug- 
gest that love was seen as the hallmark of early monastic life. A brother 
once asked an old man why in these [latter] days the monastic life did not 
bear the kind of fruit it had born in earlier days. The elder answered him 
simply and directly: ‘‘In those days there was charity.’’' The desire to re- 
member the days when life in the desert was characterized by love accounts 
for the many stories preserved in the Sayings which portray the desert fa- 
thers’ struggles to love. 

The Sayings provides us with vivid glimpses of the monks’ at work in the 
school of love. The first thing to note is that they were not at all glib or 
confident about the prospects for responding in love to God or to those 
around them. They recognized very clearly the cost of incorporating love 
into their lives, and how difficult it was to give of themselves so completely. 
Yet their desire to realize the commandment was such that they learned to 
be vigilant in their struggle against those passions, especially anger and 
judgment of others, which could kill the tender shoots of love. The Sayings 
reveals that some of the monks took the commandment very much to heart, 
eventually becoming, after long years of struggle, exemplars or bearers of 
love for others. This was the ultimate sign of holiness for the desert fathers 
and was the final act of interpretation—that their lives became transformed 
by love. As one would expect, the possibilities of its realization in a life 
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were virtually limitless. Sometimes one hears of the fulfillment of the com- 
mandment from the testimony of one who had accomplished it in his or her 
own life. Most often though, the interest was focused on the action, the 
deed or the gesture, whether dramatic or barely perceptible, of the one who 
had learned the meaning of love. It was here that the change wrought by 
love could be seen most clearly, and it was to these portraits of love that 
the desert fathers looked to learn how to realize the commandment of love 
in themselves. 


The Way of Love 


The Commandment 


The language which the desert fathers used in speaking of the commandment 
to love reveals its authority in their lives. It was most often described simply 
as ‘‘the commandment’’ or ‘‘the law." As the central commandment in 
Scripture, it provided a point of reference for judging the relative importance 
of all the other ethical, moral, and ascetical imperatives which derived from 
Scripture. Difficult questions on this subject were often resolved simply and 
directly by recalling the example of the commandment. Such language pro- 
vides an unambiguous expression of the hermeneutical center of gravity within 
the world of the desert fathers. 

One can see evidence of the authority of the commandment to love in the 
distinction which is made between ‘‘the commandments” and ‘‘the com- 
mandment.’’ There are numerous references in the Sayings to the command- 
ments and the necessity of keeping or observing them. This expression is 
usually used in a general, undefined sense, rather than in reference to spe- 
cific biblical texts. The elders referred to the commandments as a way of 
reminding the monks of the source of their moral obligations. Abba John 
Colobos told his disciples that they should ‘‘get up early every day and 
acquire the beginning of every virtue and every commandment of God.’’* 
Abba Isaac spoke of the importance of ‘‘keeping the commandments of God.’’? 
Elsewhere a brother expressed his quest for salvation in terms of his desire 
to ‘‘fulfill the commandments.’’* Beyond these commandments, however, 
there was the commandment. A brother worried aloud to Abba John Colo- 
bos that his lack of strength sometimes prevented him from joining in the 
common work and caused him to fail in his obligations to his brother. He 
asked what he should do ''in order to fulfill the commandment [rhv 
évroX fjv]. ? The meaning and significance of the latter expression as well 
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as its practical implications, are illustrated well by a conversation between 
Abba Theodore of Pherme and a brother who questioned him: 


“What is the work of the soul which we now consider to be secondary, and 
what is that which was secondary which has become our principal work?’’ 
The old man said, ‘‘Everything which is done because of the commandment 
of God [rijv évroAijv Tov 0€oV] is the work of the soul; but to work and to 
gather goods together for one's own sake must be considered as secondary.”’ 
Then the brother said, ‘‘Explain this matter to me." So the old man said, 
*'Suppose you hear it said that I am ill and you ought to visit me; you say to 
yourself, ‘Shall I leave my work and go now? No, I will finish my work and 
then go.' Then another idea comes along and perhaps you never go; or again, 
another brother says to you, ‘Lend me a hand brother!’ and you say, ‘Shall I 
leave my own work and go and work with him?' If you do not go, you are 
leaving aside the commandment of God which is the work of the soul [&óeus 
THY évro\ ijv Tov 0eov 6 EaTt TO Epyov ThS Vvxtjs] and doing that which is 
secondary [70 vrápep'yov], namely the work of your hands.’’® 


This simple exchange reveals the importance attributed to the commandment 
in the spirituality of the desert and how it was meant to inform all choices 
and actions. The commandment—here referred to as ‘‘the work of the soul"— 
means the concrete, practical work of tending to the needs of another. Other 
considerations, however important or pressing they might seem, were to be 
relegated to a secondary status, as virtually an ‘‘odd job [Tò vrápepyov] ' " 
in comparison to the obligation to care for one who is sick or to help another 
person in any situation. The contrast was drawn by using what for Theodore 
was the strongest possible language: placing these lesser obligations at the 
forefront was tantamount to ‘‘leaving aside the commandment of God." 

Particular biblical texts informed such thinking and influenced the behav- 
ior of the monks. Cassian relates that when he and Germanus went to visit 
an old man in Egypt and were offered hospitality, they asked him why he 
did not ‘‘keep the rule of fasting, when you receive visiting brothers, as we 
have received it in Palestine?" The old man replied to them, echoing Jesus’ 
words: 


Fasting is always [at] hand but you I cannot have with me always [Jn 12:8]. 
Fasting is certainly a useful and necessary thing, but it depends on our choice, 
while the law of God demands absolutely the fulfillment of charity [rHv ôë 
THS &yánns m psv EE àvaykns &rravret 6 ToU Geov vópos). Thus re- 
ceiving Christ in you [Mt 25], I ought to serve you with all diligence, but 
when I have taken leave of you, I can resume the rule of fasting again. For, 
"can the wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them? But when 
the bridegroom is taken from them, then they will fast on that day [Mt 9:15]. ? 


264 THE WORD REALIZED 


The message of this saying is clear: the law of charity takes precedence over 
any particular ascetical practices observed in the desert. The old man’s use 
of Scripture reveals his practical understanding of the obligations of charity. 
He acknowledged in his allusion to Matthew 25 that his visitors are repre- 
sentations of Christ who deserve to be treated as Christ himself. And he 
amplified this by citing from Matthew 9, as if to remind them: whenever 
you appear the wedding feast of Christ is here. 

John Colobos expressed the centrality of the commandment to love in 
terms which focus attention on the imperative to love one’s neighbor. It is 
striking that he emphasized this in even stronger terms than one finds in the 
biblical texts themselves. He said to his disciples, ‘‘A house is not built by 
beginning at the top and working down. You must begin with the founda- 
tions in order to reach the top.’ When they asked him what he meant by 
this, he said, ‘‘The foundation is our neighbor, whom we must win, and 
that is the place to begin. For all the commandments of Christ depend on 
this one [Mt 22:39—40].’’? While there is a clear allusion to the passage in 
Matthew's gospel here, John alters the sense of the text in a significant way. 
Instead of speaking of ‘‘all the law and the prophets’’ being dependent upon 
*'these two commandments’’ (that is, love of God and love of neighbor), he 
says that ‘‘all the commandments of Christ" depend on ''this one’’—the 
love of neighbor. While there may be many commandments of Christ that 
require the careful consideration of those who have come to the desert, there 
should be no doubt as to which one forms the axis around which all the 
others revolve. 


The Cost of Love 


The elders were keenly aware, from their own personal experience, of the 
high cost of fulfilling the commandment to love. Their reading of Scripture 
served to confirm this sense and to encourage them to risk loving even under 
extreme circumstances. It is startling, as we listen to the monks talk about 
the requirements of love, how literally they took the words of Scripture. 
Poemen's interpretation of one Gospel text illustrates well the particular kind 
of demands love made upon the monks in their life in the desert, and how 
their reading of Scripture helped them to respond to these demands. As we 
noted earlier, gossip and slander were part of the everyday experience of the 
monks and could wound deeply. One way of fulfilling the commandment to 
love was to refuse to be drawn into vicious gossip or to respond to a per- 
sonal attack in any way. Abba Poemen saw the text, **Greater love has no 
man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends’’ (Jn 15:13) as 
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referring to just such a situation: ‘‘If someone hears an evil saying, that is, 
one which harms him, and in his turn, he wants to repeat it, he must fight 
in order not to say it. Or if someone is taken advantage of and he bears it, 
without retaliating at all, then he is giving his life for his neighbor.” !° 

Fulfilling the commandment, then, entailed having the courage to love in 
circumstances where one’s natural response would lead one in precisely the 
opposite direction. Abba Or took these extreme demands of love seriously. 
For him, ‘‘loving one’s enemies” was not a saying which the monk could 
afford to relegate to the status of a remote, abstract aphorism. Nearly every 
one of them did have enemies, as the numerous petty and not so petty dis- 
putes which we encounter in the Sayings reveal. Therefore, when Or asked 
the brothers one day how well they had ‘‘kept all the commandments,’’ he 
pressed them especially on the question of love: ‘‘Have you,” he asked, 
‘loved your enemies [Mt 5:44] and been kind to them in their misfor- 
tunes?” !! Love of this kind required a certain freedom from fear—fear that 
one would look foolish; fear that one would be consumed by another; fear 
of losing all that one had known. Such freedom is hinted at in a remarkable 
saying of Abba Agathon, which expresses the depth of self-giving he under- 
stood to be involved in fulfilling the commandment. He recalls a saying 
from the First Letter of John, ‘‘Perfect love casts out fear,’ and states what, 
for him, would be an expression of such love: ‘‘If I could meet a leper, give 
him my body, and take his, I should be very happy. That indeed is perfect 
charity [rekeia àyám] [1 Jn 4:18]."' '? This sense of the need for compas- 
sion toward the vulnerable is echoed elsewhere in the Sayings. Abba Epi- 
phanius defined righteousness in terms of a willingness to extend an act of 
kindness toward someone in need: ‘‘God sells righteousness at a very low 
price to those who wish to buy it: a little piece of bread, a cloak of no 
value, a cup of cold water [Mt 10:42]."' ? Life in the desert provided no 
end of opportunities to practice this kind of love. 

Life took its toll in different ways on those who came to the desert, and 
learning to love meant being sensitive to the particular needs of each person. 
Love could sometimes require one to summon up from within the capacity 
to extend oneself unexpectedly in response to the particular emotional con- 
dition of another. Calling to mind Jesus’ words, ‘“Those who are well have 
no need of a physician, but those who are sick” (Mt 9:12), Abba Poemen 
reminded his listeners, *'[I]f you do a little good to the good brother, do 
twice as much for the other. For he is sick.” !^ Another elder affirmed the 
need to sometimes go beyond what was expected in dealing with another. 
He cited a text from Matthew to indicate the lengths to which one should 
go in loving: ‘‘When someone asks something of you, even if you must do 
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violence to yourself in giving it to him, your thought must take pleasure in 
the gift according to that which is written, ‘If someone asks you to go a 
mile, go two miles with him’ (Mt 5:41). That is, if someone asks something 
of you, give it to him with your whole heart and spirit.” '? 

The elders did not make such declarations glibly, nor did they imagine it 
was a simple matter to put such sayings into practice. They knew how dif- 
ficult it was to engage in even the smallest act of love, much less to allow 
the power of love to transform one. The Sayings is full of questions of how 
to overcome the legion of dark impulses within oneself which prevented one 
from loving. ‘‘A brother asked Abba Joseph, saying, ‘What should I do, for 
I do not have the strength to bear evil, nor to work for charity's sake?' The 
old man said, ‘If you cannot do any of these things, at least guard your 
conscience from all evil with regard to your neighbor and you will be 
saved.’ ''!6 This is an honest and revealing response. The elder recognized 
how inevitable it was that through weakness one would sometimes fail to 
rise to the demands of love. Yet, one could still **guard the conscience," 
that is, learn to pay careful attention to the twisted patterns of one's thought 
and behavior which made love so difficult. In so doing, one could begin to 
break down the barriers to love and realize it in some way within oneself. 

There was good reason why fulfilling the commandment to love was so 
difficult: the roots of those inner forces, or "'passions," which worked against 
love ran deep and strong. One could easily misjudge the extent to which 
such passions had been rooted out. We see this in the case of a certain monk 
who had fasted rigorously for some fifty years and who declared that he had 
finally managed to destroy the passion of vainglory within himself. Abba 
Abraham was surprised to hear him say this and when he next encountered 
him, put this question to him: 


‘‘Suppose you learn that of two brothers one loves you while the other hates 
you, and speaks evil of you; if they come to see you, will you receive them 
both with the same love?” ‘‘No,’’ he replied, ‘But I should struggle against 
my thoughts so as to be as kind towards the one who hates me as towards the 
one who loves me.” Abba Abraham said to him, ''So, then, the passions 
continue to live; it is simply that they are controlled by the saints.” !? 


This was a sobering reminder to the monks of the tencacity of the passions 
which lived within them. It was possible to learn how to love, to become, 
as Amma Theodora put it, ‘ʻa lover of souls.” 18 But let no one underesti- 
mate the cost involved. It would require a lifetime of struggle against one's 
own worst tendencies, especially anger, judgment, and unwillingness to for- 
give others, to become tender enough to love. 
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Overcoming Anger 


Even the most solitary monks were bound to other human beings. As such, 
they were called to test their commitment to love within the give-and-take 
of human relationships. These relationships were cultivated in different places 
and with varying degrees of intensity; they included the everyday life of the 
cell shared by a master and disciple, the weekly gatherings of the monks at 
the synaxis, the chance encounter with a visitor, and the commerce of the 
marketplace. Tensions invariably arose from time to time, exposing frayed 
nerves, long-held grudges, and boiling anger. The force with which this 
anger could explode and the havoc it could wreak on oneself and others led 
the monks to devote considerable energy toward overcoming this passion. 
They realized that unresolved anger and love could not coexist. The mani- 
festation of anger in the life of the monk reflected a failure to love. On the 
other hand, the absence of anger in a person was one of the sure signs that 
love had begun to reign in the heart. The Sayings testifies to the various 
strategies the monks used and the biblical texts they drew upon to help them 
to resist anger and keep themselves from being overwhelmed by it. Occa- 
sionally, these stories convey the sense that it was possible to banish anger 
and so fulfill the commandment of love in one’s life. 

Abba Evagrius called anger ‘‘the most fierce passion."' From his subtle 
description of how anger works, one can well understand why the monks 
felt that anger was potentially more destructive of love than any other pas- 
sion. Anger, he said, is 


a boiling and stirring up of wrath against one who has given injury—or is 
thought to have done so. It constantly irritates the soul and above all at the 
time of prayer it seizes the mind and flashes a picture of the offensive person 
before one’s eyes. Then there comes a time when it persists longer [and] is 
transformed into indignation. . . . This is succeeded by a general debility of 
the body, malnutrition with its attendant pallor, and the illusion of being at- 
tacked by poisonous wild beasts. '? 


If allowed to fester within in this way, anger could completely consume one, 
leading to emotional and physical exhaustion, even hallucinations. Its power, 
Evagrius cautions, should never be underestimated; it is a deep-rooted pas- 
sion. Abba Ammonas’s candid description of his long, grueling battle against 
anger suggests just how tenacious the grip of anger could be: ‘‘I have spent 
fourteen years in Scetis asking God night and day to grant me the victory 
over anger.’’”° In equally stark terms, Abba Agathon expressed the danger 
of anger in the life of the monk and the seriousness with which the monk 
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should struggle to overcome it. Alluding to the chapter on love in Paul’s 
first letter to the Corinthians, he said: ‘‘A man who is angry, even if he 
were to raise the dead, is not acceptable to God [1 Cor 13:1—3].’’?! The 
noxious weed of anger had to be completely eliminated if the commandment 
of love was to take root in the soul. 

The classic biblical text on the subject of anger comes from the letter to 
the Ephesians (‘‘Do not let the sun go down on your anger.” [Eph 4:26]) 
and the monks were deeply influenced by the simple exhortation contained 
there. In the Vita Antonii we hear that Antony urged the monks to 


take to heart the precepts in Scripture; to keep in mind the deeds of the saints, 
so that the soul, ever mindful of the commandments might be educated in 
their ardor. But he especially urged them to practice constantly the word of 
the Apostle, ‘‘Do not let the sun go down on your anger’’ (Eph 4:26), and to 
consider that this had been spoken with every commandment in mind—so that 
the sun should never set on anger nor on any other sin of ours.? 


The importance Antony attributes to the need to practice this particular com- 
mandment suggests that it held the same authority as the commandment. 
That is, without refraining from anger, no progress could possibly be made 
in the school of love. 

No one could possibly live entirely without anger, at least not in the 
beginning. Many monks expressed anxiety about their inability to stem the 
flow of anger within them. Amma Syncletica addressed this concern, noting 
that while anger did in fact overcome all of them from time to time, they 
should bear in mind the words of the Apostle and not lose heart: ‘‘It is not 
good to get angry, but if this should happen, the Apostle does not allow you 
a whole day for this passion, for he says: ‘Let not the sun go down’ (Eph 
4:26).’’ She reminded them that this was not something they could put off 
dealing with indefinitely. ‘Will you wait till all your time is ended?’’ she 
asked them.” 

The question of limits inevitably arose for some. How far were they to 
go in carrying out this command? How much would be required of them? 
A brother approached Abba Poemen with such a question, wanting to know, 
‘What does it mean to be angry with your brother without cause [Mt 5:22]?" 
Poemen answered him, *'If your brother hurts you by his arrogance and you 
are angry with him because of it, that is getting angry without cause.'' But 
it meant more than this. Poemen continued, offering a startling juxtaposition 
of biblical texts: ''If he plucks out your right eye and cuts off your right 
hand [Mt 5:29-30], and you get angry with him, you are angry without 
cause." ?^ By applying Jesus’ words concerning adultery to the question of 
what it means to be angry without cause, Poemen dramatically heightens the 
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stakes regarding how far one should go in rooting out anger. The message 
would have been clear: the temptation to give way to anger must be resisted 
at all costs. 

Resistance to anger became, for some monks, a way of life. In these 
instances the exhortation from Ephesians was seen as being fulfilled. The 
relative importance of refraining from anger is illustrated in a conversation 
between Abba Hilarion and Abba Epiphanius, said to have taken place shortly 
before they died. Epiphanius invited Hilarion to visit him before they ‘‘de- 
parted from the body,’’ and prepared some fowl for their meal. Hilarion, 
however, declined to eat it, saying, ''Since I received the habit I have not 
eaten meat that has been killed.’’ Epiphanius responded, ‘‘Since I took the 
habit, I have not allowed anyone to go to sleep with a complaint against me 
and I have not gone to rest with a complaint against anyone [Eph 4:26].” 75 
Epiphanius's comment suggests that true asceticism involved more than en- 
gaging in great acts of physical privation but meant above all refraining from 
any expression of anger that could bring pain to another. 

Abba Agathon, too, claimed to have learned to resist anger. He said, ‘‘I 
have never gone to sleep with a grievance against anyone, and as far as I 
could, I have never let anyone go to sleep with a grievance against me [Eph 
4:26]. ?$ He had a reputation for serenity, and some brothers came one day 
to see whether or not it was deserved. They tried to make him lose his 
temper, taunting him with all kinds of abuse: ** ‘Aren’t you Agathon who 
is said to be a fornicator and a proud man?’ ‘Yes, it is very true,’ he an- 
swered. They continued, ‘Aren’t you that Agathon who is always talking 
nonsense?’ ‘I am.’ *’?7 Agathon's refusal to be drawn by the brothers ap- 
pears a modest achievement. Yet one can well imagine such a scene being 
replayed innumerable times in the desert: someone testing him, more often 
than not with some real slight or insult. The absolute refusal to respond in 
anger would loom ever larger when seen with the longer perspective of a 
whole lifetime. 

A concrete expression of this resistance to anger was the refusal to retal- 
iate. The biblical call to ‘‘not return evil for evil" (Rom 12:17; 1 Thes. 
5:15) helped give shape and direction to the monks’ aspirations to root out 
anger and live in love. Abba John Colobos cautioned that, ‘‘When you are 
insulted, do not get angry; be at peace, and do not render evil for evil [Rom 
12:17].’’?8 Rooting out the desire for revenge was not enough by itself, 
however; it had to be supported by positive action. Poemen spoke to this 
when he said, echoing Paul's letter to the Romans: ‘‘Wickedness does not 
do away with wickedness, but if someone does you wrong, do good to him, 
so that by your action you destroy his wickedness [Rom 12:21]. ? Such a 
deed could not only help the one who had been wronged by compelling him 
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to channel his energies into an act of kindness, but it could also help to 
diffuse the anger in the one who had wronged him. 

If refraining from doing evil to another person was to become a way of 
life, it had to penetrate below the surface level and permeate one’s whole 
being. Abba Isaiah, for one, knew that a person did not need to express his 
anger or discontent to another in so many words. Even the most subtle 
gesture, if it proceeded from an impure heart, could injure another: ‘When 
someone wishes to render evil for evil [Rom 12:17], he can injure his broth- 
er’s soul even by a single nod of his head.’’°° Abba Poemen offers an 
intriguing analysis of this, enabling us to observe the different levels at 
which anger can manifest itself. He suggests also what it means to clear up 
the sources within oneself which lead to the desire for retaliation. A brother 
questioned Poemen, asking: 


‘What does ‘See that none of you repays evil for evil’ (1 Thes. 5:15) mean?’’ 
The old man said to him, ‘‘Passions work in four stages—first, in the heart; 
secondly, in the face; thirdly, in words; and fourthly, it is essential not to 
render evil for evil in deeds. If you can purify your heart, passion will not 
come into your expression; but if it comes into your face, take care not to 
speak; but if you do speak, cut the conversation short in case you render evil 
for evil.''?! 


Poemen's interpretation is intriguing because it cuts through all the levels of 
consciousness and behavior to reveal what is involved in giving this text 
meaning in practical terms. It also shows what kind of interpretation of a 
text can happen when one has experience or discernment. For Poemen, ex- 
perience, ''that which tests a person," is fundamental to the life in the 
desert.?? It is the gift of discernment, born from experience, which makes it 
possible for him to understand many layers of meaning implicit in the text. 
To put this text into practice, one must become pure of heart, for only then 
will anger or resentment cease from welling up and unconsciously casting a 
shadow across the face. So too will words of bitterness and evil actions 
cease from pouring forth from the mouth. Poemen's discerning approach to 
interpretation encourages the brother to appropriate the meaning of the call 
**not to return evil for evil’’ at the depths of one's being and to let it bear 
fruit in all of one's actions. This approach also illustrates well the great 
moral cost exacted in interpreting a text with such integrity. 

This careful consideration of the inner workings of anger had direct im- 
plications for the way the desert fathers thought about prayer. Abba Eva- 
grius once defined prayer as ‘‘the seed of gentleness and the absence of 
anger." ? That is, a monk could not learn to be without anger, to be free 
from the desire to retaliate against another, unless he practiced the art of 
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prayer. However, the opposite was also true. The desire to retaliate against 
another could be so deeply imbedded within a person that any attempt at 
prayer would be futile; to be able to pray again, one would have to deal 
with the particular source of the anger. Evagrius addresses this twisted maze, 
especially the devastating effects that repressed anger, resentment, or desire 
for revenge could have on the soul and on one’s ability to experience the 
presence of God in prayer, through an allusion to a text from Philippians: 
“If you want to pray as you ought,” he said, ‘‘do not allow your soul to 
grieve or you will run in vain [Phil 2:16]. ?^ This enigmatic comment should 
be compared to a parallel statement Evagrius makes in Chapters on Prayer. 
There, Evagrius says, ‘‘If you desire to pray as you ought, do not sadden 
anyone. Otherwise you run in vain.” There are, as John Eudes Bamberger 
notes, definite moral considerations which lie behind these two sayings: ''The 
thought of the injured brother will return at times of prayer and prevent 
[one] from drawing near to God in peace and with a pure conscience.” 35 
The implication is clear: any desire for retaliation against another, especially 
if it is realized, will sabotage the monk’s attempt to pray. One cannot hold 
a grudge against another or withhold asking forgiveness to another and ex- 
pect to enter God’s presence in prayer. Evagrius makes it plain that there 
are certain ethical obligations on the way to pursuing the higher reaches of 
prayer. 

A similar sentiment was expressed in relation to a different biblical text 
by Abba Zeno: ''If a person wants God to hear his prayer quickly, then 
before he prays for anything else, even his own soul, when he stands and 
stretches out his hands towards God, he must pray with all his heart for his 
enemies [Mt 5:44; Lk 6:28]. Through this action, God will hear everything 
he asks.’’ 3° Here, we see how prayer in the desert was conditioned by and 
rooted in the spirit of the Sermon on the Mount, especially its call to pray 
for one’s enemies. Unwillingness to retaliate, refusal to bear grudges, wish- 
ing the best for one’s enemies—these were all at the center of the process 
of learning how to live in love. 

What did it mean, in concrete terms, to practice this asceticism, to fulfill 
the biblical injunction against retaliation? Several sayings indicate that, among 
other things, it meant ‘‘fleeing’’ from situations in which anger might arise. 
A brother asked Poemen what to do about fornication and anger, which 
warred against him. Poemen responded with an allegorical interpretation of 
an Old Testament text: ‘‘In this connection, David said: ‘I will pierce the 
lion and slay the bear’ (1 Sm 17:35-36); that is to say: I will cut off anger 
and I will crush fornication with hard labor.’’3” Apparently the monks often 
did just that: they left anger behind. John Colobos tells of going up the road 
toward Scetis with some ropes to trade. He saw the camel driver talking, 


272 THE WORD REALIZED 


and what he said ‘‘moved me to anger. So, leaving my goods, I fied.’’ 8 
Another time, during the summer harvest, he ‘‘heard a brother speaking 
with anger toward his neighbor, saying, ‘Ah, you too?’ So, leaving the 
harvest, he fled.”’* In both cases, John was astute enough to realize that, 
if he sensed the passion of anger rising up in him, he ought to depart the 
scene before it could get a hold on him. Abba Isidore the Priest expresses a 
similar tenacity of purpose in relating what happened when he went to the 
market place to sell some small goods. ''Seeing anger approaching me, I 
left the things and fled." *? What is striking about these incidents is the 
immediacy with which the monks took flight, leaving the scene without any 
concern for the goods left behind. This flight was an expression not only of 
the sense of the ongoing danger that anger presented to the monk but also 
of a certain freedom from its power. 

Freedom from the compulsion to retaliate was the result of a long process 
of purging anger from every level of one's being. The desert fathers were 
aware of the necessity of rooting out anger and its accompanying desire for 
vengeance at these deeper levels. This included refraining from anger both 
in words and in thoughts. Isidore, who fled when he saw anger coming near 
him, explained to a brother who asked why the demons were so afraid of 
him, that it was because ‘‘I have practiced asceticism since the day I became 
a monk, and not allowed anger to reach my lips.’’*! For the call to refrain 
from anger to be fully realized, it had to penetrate beyond the level of words 
to the deeper level of thoughts. Isaac, Priest of the Cells, manifested this 
deeper realization. For him, not giving in to anger meant taking responsibil- 
ity for his thoughts. Interestingly, he expressed this responsibility in spatial 
terms: *'I have never allowed a thought against my brother who has grieved 
me to enter my cell; I have seen to it that no brother should return to his 
cell with a thought against me.'' Thus, by care and vigilance, anger was 
shown to have been cleared up—even on the level of thoughts. 

An example of where such deep realization of the call to refrain from 
anger could lead is seen in a story Theodora tells about a person who refused 
to be drawn into an argument. It concerns a devout man who happened to 
be insulted by someone but who responded to the one who had insulted him, 
saying, *'I could say as much to you, but the commandment of God closes 
my mouth [à vôuos To’ 0cob Kkkeiei pov TO o Tópa]." 9 This saying re- 
veals the deep level at which anger was understood to be rooted out by those 
who had overcome it and the reason for this freedom from anger. In the 
matter-of-fact language characteristic of the Sayings, the man refuses to en- 
ter into the argument because the ‘‘commandment closes his mouth.’’ Re- 
gardless of whether he is referring to the commandment of love or the more 
particular commandment to refrain from anger, this is a startling statement. 
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He does not say that he had pondered the meaning of the commandment and 
has decided it would be better not to speak. Rather, the commandment is 
seen to have been appropriated so completely that it shapes his behavior on 
the deepest level of his being. 

Such stories provide hints that some of the monks did indeed come close 
to banishing anger from their lives. Some of the sayings, which might oth- 
erwise appear to be either wishful thinking or simply absurd, take on new 
meaning in light of this. For Poemen, there was a simple and stark equiva- 
lence between the monastic life and the absence of anger: ‘‘A monk," he 
said, ‘‘is not angry.’’** Elsewhere he compared a man without anger to ‘‘a 
stone pillar; hurt him and he does not get angry. . . .’’*° And the monks 
could whisper, in tones of respect, about those who had realized this free- 
dom from anger within themselves. It was an astonishing thing to claim, as 
they did about Abba Ephrem, that ‘‘no one had ever seen him angry.’’*° 
Here was a sign that love could come to reign in a life. 


On Not Judging 


Judgment of others could at times seem justified. Yet the desert fathers were 
convinced that judgment, like anger, was like a voracious appetite. If fed 
without moderation it would eventually turn vicious and destructive, con- 
suming everything in its path. Refraining from judgment was not only a 
matter of avoiding certain kinds of behavior, however. It was inextricably 
bound up with the ascesis of dying to the self and being reborn in love. The 
desert fathers deepened this ascetical discipline by engaging in an ongoing 
dialogue with Scripture over the meaning of the commandment to refrain 
from anger. By a careful and imaginative reading of the texts in light of 
their own experience, the monks eventually came to a firmer grasp of the 
meaning of love in their lives. 

The gravity and frequency with which the desert fathers talked about re- 
fraining from judgment reveal just how damaging they understood the action 
of judging others to be. Their own experience taught them this. Abba Xan- 
thius noted with biting irony where his capacity for judging others placed 
him in relation to other, supposedly lower forms of life: ‘‘[A] dog is better 
than I am,"' he said, ‘‘for he has love, and he does not judge." +7 Aware of 
their capacity to reach such low levels, the monks devoted considerable 
attention to learning how to root out the desire to judge others. As though 
responding to Abba Xanthius’s comment, another elder said, ‘‘If someone 
commits a sin in your presence, do not judge him, but consider yourself a 
worse sinner than he." ^9 Abba Joseph held that not judging together with 
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self-examination, were the two essential practices of the monk, and that 
refraining from judging was necessary if one hoped to find true peace in this 
life. When Poemen asked him how to become a monk, Joseph said, *'If you 
want to find rest here below, and hereafter, in all circumstances, say, ‘Who 
am I? and do not judge anyone.’’*? According to Abba Euprepius, the 
experience of the presence of God in the soul could only happen, if one 
**[did] not judge [uù Kpivery] others.’’*° 

The awareness of certain biblical texts also played an important part in 
forming the monks’ attitudes and their practices regarding judgment. On at 
least two occasions, Abba Poemen used the classic text from Matthew’s 
Gospel on not judging (Mt 7:3—5) to spell out for those living in the desert 
what it meant to refrain from judgment. Once, some monks who were quite 
rigorous in their ascetical practices asked Poemen how Abba Nisterus man- 
aged to bear so well with his disciple who, they implied, had not been a 
model of good behavior. Poemen said that if he had been in Nisterus's 
place, he would have gone even further in bearing with the brother, ‘‘plac- 
ing a pillow under his head." Startled by this response, the brothers chal- 
lenged Poemen to explain how he would have accounted to God for this soft 
treatment of the undisciplined brother. Poemen replied, ‘‘I would have said 
to him, ‘You have said, ‘‘First take the log out of your own eye, then you 
will see clearly to take the speck out of your brother's eye” ' (Mt 7:5; Lk 
6:42).’’>! Poemen's citation of this text served as an emphatic reminder to 
the brothers of the dangers of judging another. It was something only a 
hypocrite would do. 

Abba Poemen used this same gospel text in another place to explore the 
relationship between not judging and hypocrisy. Someone asked him, ''[W]hat 
is a hypocrite?" and he responded with what Lemaire calls a ‘‘véritable 
description phénoménologique.’’ **A hypocrite," Poemen said, ''is some- 
one who teaches his neighbor something he makes no effort to do himself. 
It is written, ‘Why do you see the speck that is in your neighbor's eye when 
there is a log in your own eye’ (Mt 7:3-4; Lk 6:41)?" 5? The significance 
of Poemen's use of this text in this setting can be seen more clearly if one 
takes into account the verses immediately preceding these words in Luke's 
Gospel. There, Jesus asks, ‘‘Can a blind man lead a blind man? Will they 
not both fall into a pit? A disciple is not above his teacher, but every one 
when he is fully taught will be like his teacher’? (Lk 6:39—40). Poemen 
expands the application of the biblical text from Jesus’ narrow treatment of 
the relationship between master and disciple to include the much wider con- 
text of every person and his neighbor. The hypocrite is thus anyone who 
tries to teach or reprove his neighbor regarding something which he has not 
put into practice himself. Poemen makes this connection clear elsewhere: 
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“To teach your neighbor is the same thing as reproving him.’’** This saying 
expresses the realization that if a monk concentrated on his own sins and 
not on those of one’s neighbor, he would not be tempted either to judge or 
teach others.%* Abba Theodore of Pherme used slightly different language, 
also with rich biblical resonances, to drive home the importance of not judg- 
ing: ‘‘There is no other virtue,” he said, ‘‘than that of not being scornful 
[uù é£ov6eveiv].' 55 Such language recalls the words used by Paul in Ro- 
mans where a scornful attitude is seen as the equivalent of judging: ‘Why 
do you pass judgment [xpiveus] on your brother? Or you, why do you de- 
spise [é£ovOevets] your brother? For we shall all stand before the judgment 
seat of God" (Rom 14:10). The fact that the monks will themselves face 
judgment one day should remind them of the need to keep from scorning or 
judging others. 

One measure of the seriousness with which the desert fathers took the 
need to refrain from judging is their comparison of judgment with other sins. 
Some of the monks saw sins of the flesh as so grievous that to identify and 
judge those who committed them was viewed as a useful and acceptable 
service to the rest of the monastic community. Abba Theodote used texts 
from Scripture to express his conviction that such thinking was fundamen- 
tally misguided: ‘‘If you are temperate, '' he tells his listeners, ‘‘do not judge 
the fornicator, for you would then transgress the law just as much. And he 
who said ‘Do not commit fornication’ also said, ‘Do not judge [uù kpíévns]' 
[Jas 2:11].’’ Theodote, with an interesting gloss on the text from James, 
points out that yielding to the temptation to judge one who has fallen to 
fornication is an equally or possibly even more grievous transgression of the 
law than fornication itself. The text from James is set in a context which 
speaks about what it means to fulfill the whole law. James makes the point, 
using a dramatic analogy which is itself drawn from Scripture, that one 
cannot refrain from committing adultery and then kill someone, and imagine 
that one has kept the law. ‘‘For he who has said, ‘Do not commit adultery’ 
(Ex 20:13-14), also said, ‘Do not kill’ (Dt 5:17—18). If you do not commit 
adultery, but do kill, you have become a transgressor of the law (Jas 2:11)." 
Theodote shifts the ground somewhat and rereads the text from James in 
order to suggest that one cannot refrain from fornication, then judge some- 
one who has committed fornication, and still imagine that one has kept the 
law. The implication regarding judging was clear: to judge another person 
was the moral equivalent of murder.>° 

If this was so, then how was one to keep from committing such a grievous 
crime? By practicing mercy and forgiveness in relations with others. Ques- 
tions concerning the possibility of forgiveness of one’s sins by God and the 
obligations of those who themselves had experienced forgiveness occupied 
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the hearts and minds of the desert monks. And certain biblical texts shaped 
their thinking and practice. It was reported of Abba Isidore that '*whenever 
he addressed the brothers in church, he said only one thing: ‘Forgive your 
brother, so that you may also be forgiven’ [Mt 6:14].’’>? Another elder also 
affirmed the reciprocal character of forgiveness in distinctly biblical terms: 
“If you say [to God], ‘Have mercy on me,’ God says to you, ‘If you want 
me to have mercy on you, do you also have mercy on your brother; if you 
want me to forgive you, do you also forgive your neighbor’ [Mt 6:14].’’*8 

A basic question about forgiveness was whether one could be forgiven by 
God for one's sins. A story is told of a soldier who came to Abba Mius and 
asked him ‘‘if God accepted repentance.’’ The old man responded to the 
soldier with great tenderness by putting a question to him in the soldier's 
own language: ‘‘Tell me, my dear [à yarnré], if your cloak is torn, do you 
throw it away? He replied, *No, I mend it and use it again.' The old man 
said to him, 'If you are so careful about your cloak, will not God be equally 
careful about his creature’ [Jon 4:10]?’’*? On another occasion, a brother, 
probably a new convert to Christianity, asked Abba Poemen a very similar 
question, *'If a brother is involved in a sin and is converted, will God for- 
give him?" Poemen responded with a question of his own, ‘‘Will not God, 
who has commanded men to act thus, do as much himself and even more? 
For God commanded Peter to forgive till seventy times seven [Mt 18:22].”’ 
Poemen uses this text in response to the brother's question in order to assure 
him of the depth and certainty of God's forgiveness. At the same time, he 
links this assurance of God's mercy for human beings to the necessity for 
human beings to forgive one another. The extent of God's mercy, he sug- 
gests, can be seen by observing what he had commanded human beings to 
do. To drive this point home, he refers not to the well-known text on for- 
giveness—Mt 6:14: ‘‘If you forgive men their trespasses your heavenly Fa- 
ther also will forgive you.’’ Rather, he cites the brief, concrete expression 
of Mt 18:22, which is more evocative and speaks more clearly to the imag- 
ination and the memory. If God has commanded human beings to forgive 
one another to such an extent—seventy times seven—how much more will 
God forgive human beings? 9? 

Scripture could also be helpful for resolving tensions that arose among 
the monks and for helping to cultivate a spirit of love and forgiveness. Abba 
Bitimius put a very practical question to Abba Poemen, “‘ ‘If someone has 
a grievance against me, and I ask his pardon but cannot convince him, what 
is to be done?’ The old man said to him, “Take two other brothers with you 
and ask his pardon. If he is not satisfied, take five others. If he is still not 
satisfied by them, take a priest. If even so he is not satisfied, then pray to 
God without anxiety, that [God] may satisfy him, and do not worry about 
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it.’ '" Poemen draws upon the instruction on forgiveness found in Mt 18:15 
ff. to indicate the way out of this impasse but also alters and extends the 
teaching of the text in some intriguing ways. The first change Poemen makes 
to the text has to do with who is at fault. According to Matthew, someone 
has ‘‘done you harm’’ and you are seeking satisfaction. In Poemen’s saying 
it is that ‘‘someone has a grievance against me,’’ and he is seeking satisfac- 
tion. Second, in Matthew’s text, Jesus says that if one has done all one can 
to be reconciled and still cannot reach an understanding, then one should 
dismiss the person, treating him ‘‘like a pagan or a tax collector." By con- 
trast, Poemen says that if one has done everything possible to become rec- 
onciled to the other person and has failed, the work of reconciliation should 
continue, albeit in a different manner. One should ‘‘pray to God without 
anxiety, that [God] may satisfy him and do not worry about it.'' 5! Poemen’s 
resolution of the problem shows a greater level of detachment and compas- 
sion than the Gospel text itself and indicates how he envisioned such a text 
might be put in to practice in the desert. 

The desert fathers realized, through practical experience, how easy it was 
to deceive oneself regarding the actions and motivations of another, and how 
destructive it could be to judge others carelessly. The practice or realization 
of this commandment was thus an important sign of the ascendency of love 
in one’s life. The willingness to judge others, like the capacity to refrain 
from judgment, was often a matter of perception and perspective—how one 
saw things. In thinking about their endless capacity for judging others, and 
how to overcome this, the monks learned to pay attention to their perspec- 
tive on things: what they looked at (others or themselves), how they saw 
things (from a perspective of superiority or empathy), and why they saw 
some things at all (the failings of others too often appeared crystal clear, 
while their own were invisible). There is an interesting irony in this visual 
metaphor. One of the signs of someone who had attained holiness was a 
refined perception, a keen vision, something the monks referred to as dis- 
cernment. Yet when it came to judging others, precisely the opposite was 
true: blindness, a virtual incapacity to see fault in another person was one 
of the signs of a person who had become free from the compulsion to judge 
others, free to love. 

A remarkable story told by Abba Poemen testifies to how misleading one’s 
perception could be, especially when it was focused intently on another per- 
son’s sin. 


“It is written,’’ he said, ‘‘ ‘Give witness to that which your eyes have seen’ 
(Prv 25:7); but I say to you even if you have touched with your hands, do not 
give witness. In truth a brother was deceived in this respect; he thought he 
saw his brother in the act of sinning with a woman; greatly incensed, he drew 
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near and kicked them (for he thought it was they), saying, ‘Now stop; How 
much longer will you go on?’ But it turned out that it was some sheaves of 
corn. That is the reason why I said to you: even if you touch with your hands, 
do not reprove.'' 8? 


This story vividly illustrates the dangers of relying on one's perception of 
things. It is interesting to note how Poemen uses the text from Proverbs to 
help him make his point. He implies that, while this dictum was reliable in 
most cases, there are extreme cases of self-deception where one must go 
beyond even the advice of Scripture. He alerts his listeners to this with his 
blunt statement of his own authority. Proverbs says one thing, ‘‘but Z say to 
you. . . ."' The reason for his revision of the biblical text is clear: a brother 
had been utterly deceived by his own senses, had ‘‘seen’’ something which 
was not there, and as a result had been drawn into making a harsh judgment 
against another. As Graham Gould suggests, the point Poemen wants to 
make is not simply ‘‘that the brother's haste has led him to make a foolish 
mistake, that his action would not have been wrong had the sin been real, 
but that he has been the victim of a demonic deceit which has led him to 
commit the sin of judgment.” $ The commandment of love thus required 
one to exercise real skepticism regarding one's own narrow vision of things, 
especially toward the actions of others. 

The warning presented by this story was apparently taken seriously. The 
elders became convinced that the tendency to judge others could only be 
overcome by turning one's attention away from others and toward oneself. 
Abba Moses was one of the most insistent regarding the need to change the 
focus of one's attention. One should become indifferent toward the actions 
of another: ‘“The monk must die to his neighbor and never judge him at all, 
in any way whatever.’’® He noted that by looking at oneself, one would 
simply not be able to see what someone else was doing: ‘When someone is 
occupied with his own faults, he does not see those of his neighbor.” © 

Abba Moses demonstrated his own grasp of this truth in a vivid symbolic 
action. He had been called to a council to judge a brother who had commit- 
ted a fault. Moses at first refused to go, but after a brother came to tell him 
that the whole council was waiting for him, he reluctantly agreed to go. 
Setting off for the meeting, ‘‘He took a leaking jug, filled it with water and 
carried it with him. The others came out to meet him and said to him, ‘What 
is this, Father?’ The old man said to them, ‘My sins run out behind me, and 
I do not see [ov B\ëérw] them, and today I am coming to judge [kpivat] 
the errors of another.” When they heard that they said no more to the brother 
but forgave him.’’® As this story demonstrates, refraining from judgment 
meant not only holding oneself from acting in a particular way, but also 
showing real solidarity with the other person. Once, when Abba Bessarion 
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saw that a brother who had sinned was ‘‘turned out of the church by the 
priest, he got up and went with him, saying, ‘I too am a sinner.’ "$9? 

Symbolic stories also served to communicate effectively the depth of one’s 
refusal to judge in situations where others may have judged prematurely. 
When such parables were uttered by one of integrity, they had the potential 
to effect great change in those who heard them. In one instance, a brother 
was cast out of a monastery for “‘being tempted." He went to stay for a 
while with Abba Antony who, after a time, sent him back to his own mon- 
astery. But his brothers cast him out once again and this time Antony sent 
them a message, saying, ‘‘A boat was shipwrecked at sea and lost its cargo; 
with great difficulty it reached the shore; but you want to throw into the sea 
that which has found safe harbor on the shore." When the brothers realized 
that it was Abba Antony who had sent them this monk, they received him 
at once. Another time, a brother who was falsely accused of fornication 
went off to see Abba Antony. The brothers followed him and in the presence 
of Antony engaged in a great argument over whether or not the brother was 
guilty. Abba Paphnutius, who was visiting with Antony at the time, listened 
and then told them this parable: **I have seen a man on the bank of the river 
buried up to his knees in mud and someone came to give him a hand to help 
him out, but they pushed him further in up to his neck.'" Then Abba Antony 
said about Abba Paphnutius, ‘‘Behold, a true man, who can heal souls and 
save them. All of those present were pierced to the heart by the words of 
the old man and they repented of what they had done to the brother.’’ 9? 

In both of these cases, words of power proceeding from elders who are 
pure of heart convey both the centrality of mercy and compassion and the 
genuine harm that can come from judging unjustly. The words of the parable 
effect what they say, piercing the hearts of those listening and bringing a 
painful, revelatory shock. In both stories, it is the reminder of the brothers' 
blindness, their limited perspective on things, which brings about their 
awakening. It is significant, moreover, that Antony expresses his approval 
of Paphnutius's parable not by commenting on the parable itself but by pointing 
to the qualities of the one who has uttered it. The story Paphnutius told 
shows him to be a ‘‘true man," one who, because of the depth of his com- 
passion, can ‘‘heal souls and save them." It is the realization of the call to 
love in the life of the one who speaks that gives the words their healing and 
saving power. 

Fulfilling the call to refrain from judgment meant learning to see the pos- 
sibilities in a situation rather than simply the bare reality. Abba Mark the 
Egyptian, who had lived alone in his cell for thirty years, was in the habit 
of receiving communion from a certain priest. The devil, seeing Mark's 
remarkable endurance, decided to tempt him by enticing him to judge the 
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priest. He sent him a demon-possessed man under the pretense of asking the 
elder for a blessing. The demon-possessed man used the opportunity to cas- 
tigate the priest before Abba Mark, claiming that the priest ‘‘smelled of sin’’ 
and that Abba Mark should not allow him to come around any longer. But 
Mark rejected the temptation: 


[F]illed with the spirit of God, [he] said to (the demon], ‘‘My son, everyone 
rids himself of impurity, but you bring it. It is written: ‘Judge not that you 
not be judged’ (Mt 7:1). However, even if he is a sinner, the Lord will save 
him, for it is written: ‘Pray for one another that you may be healed’ (Jas 
5:16)." When he had said this and when he had prayed, he drove the devil 
out of the man and sent him away healed.” 


^» 


This story provides another instance of a ‘‘hermeneutical act,’’ in which a 
person's fulfillment of a biblical text effects real change on those around 
him. Abba Mark may well have been tempted to believe the demoniac. He 
had no evidence to help him decide the case one way or another, yet he 
chose not to see this, and rejected the demoniac's suggestion that he judge 
the priest. It is interesting, moreover, that following his decision not to 
judge the priest—his fulfillment of the command to refrain from judging— 
the demon-possessed man was cleansed. The act of fulfilling the command 
interprets the text in a singularly powerful way: by choosing to look kindly 
toward the priest, he inadvertently helps to heal one who had been overcome 
by evil. The refusal to give way to the temptation to judge could also bear 
other kinds of fruit. Abba Agathon said, *' Whenever his thoughts urged him 
to pass judgment on something which he saw, he would say to himself, 
‘Agathon, don't do this.” Thus his spirit was always recollected.’’”! 

For some, the refusal to judge others became a habit and bore fruit in an 
unwillingness or even inability to ‘‘see’’ sin or failure in others. In place of 
the kind of scrupulosity which some used as an excuse to watch the behavior 
of others and observe every mistake with careful attention, the desert fathers 
cultivated a spirituality of **knowing ignorance’ motivated by compassion. 
When some brothers asked Poemen, *'If we see someone committing a sin, 
do you think we ought to reprove him?’’ Poemen said to them, ‘‘[Flor my 
part, if I have to go out and I see someone committing a sin, I pass on my 
way without reproving him.’’’? The same quality of ‘‘merciful ignorance" 
of sin is expressed in a story about Macarius the Great, who was revered in 
large part because he was ‘‘blind and deaf"' to the faults of others. It was 
said of him that ‘‘he became, as it is written, a ‘god upon earth,’ because, 
just as God covers [okezráZwvv] the world, so Abba Macarius would cover 
the defects [akem&£wrv rà €xarróparo] which he saw, as though he did 
not see them; and those which he heard, as though he did not hear them." 
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Macarius is said to have become a god upon the earth not because of any 
extraordinary power but because of the depth of his compassion.” 

Perhaps more than any other elder, the one who had realized the com- 
mand to refrain from judgment most deeply was Abba Ammonas. He was 
said to ‘‘have advanced to the point where his goodness was so great, he no 
longer took any notice of evil.'' "^ This is a telling statement, but one which 
could easily be misinterpreted. Ammonas’s capacity to disregard evil was 
not a kind of moral imperviousness but rather a conscious choice to practice 
compassion toward others. And at times, this choice required him to extend 
himself considerably. This was especially true when people came to him for 
the express purpose of seeking a judgment on some matter. Because of the 
high esteem in which he was held, he was often approached to render judg- 
ments in disputes. But sometimes those who approached him simply wanted 
him to declare his judgment upon a sinner. Ammonas, though, refused to 
do so, even to the point of sacrificing his reputation. So intensely did Am- 
monas dislike rendering judgments on others, that **when some people came 
to be judged by him, he feigned madness [€u4wpozrotet]’’ in order to avoid 
doing so.” To keep from judging, he became like the ‘‘fools for Christ’ 
spoken of in St. Paul’s letters. 

In another instance, someone brought him a young girl who was pregnant, 
saying, 


“See what this unhappy wretch has done; give her a penance.” But, he, 
having marked the young girl’s womb with the sign of the cross, commanded 
that six pairs of fine linen sheets should be given her, saying, ‘‘It is for fear 
that, when she comes to give birth, she may die, she or the child, and have 
nothing for the burial." But his accusers resumed, ‘‘Why did you do that? 
Give her a punishment.’’ But he said to them, ‘‘Look, brothers, she is near 
to death; what am I to do?’’ Then he sent her away and no old man dared 
accuse anyone any more." 


The story is striking not only for the tenderness which Ammonas showed 
toward the young girl, but also for the tenacity he demonstrated in fending 
off her accusers. Refraining from judgment required at times like this not 
only tenderness, but uncommon courage and conviction. 

These qualities were also in evidence when disputes arose within monastic 
circles. In one case, there was a ‘‘monk with a bad reputation" who had 
been accused by some brothers of keeping a woman in his cell. They wanted 
to drive him away and when they heard that Abba Ammonas was in that 
place, invited him to come with them to the monk's cell. The monk in 
question was in fact guilty of keeping a woman in his cell and when he 
heard that Abba Ammonas and the others were on their way to his place, 
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he hurriedly hid the woman in a large cask which he kept nearby. Upon 
arriving at the brother’s cell, ‘‘Abba Ammonas saw what was happening but 
for the sake of God he hid the deed." He came into the cell, seated himself 
on the cask and ordered the brothers to search the whole place. Then, seeing 
that the monks had searched everywhere without finding the woman, Am- 
monas reprimanded them for the harm they had caused the other brother, 
saying, ‘What is this? May God forgive you!’ He prayed, and after making 
everyone else go out, took the brother by the hand and said, ‘‘Brother, 
watch yourself.'' "7 The tension between Ammonas's clear perception of the 
situation and his determination to protect the brother illustrates the power in 
a holy one of the realization of the commandment to refrain from judgment. 
It is not that he could not see, but that he would not see the sin of the 
brother. Ammonas's unwillingness to see evil illustrates how deeply certain 
of the desert fathers had interiorized the Gospel commands. Not judging 
another would always be a conscious choice, but it could also become part 
of the fabric of a person's life. And when this happened, it resulted in acts 
of compassion and tenderness towards others. 


Compassion 


Love as Bearing Burdens and Encouraging Others 


Much of the language used to describe the fulfillment of the love command- 
ment in the Sayings derives from the honesty with which the desert fathers 
faced up to the cost of love. They spoke in direct and realistic language 
about the need to ‘‘be with" others in their suffering, or even to ''carry"' 
part of their burden. Similarly, they understood that sometimes love required 
them to encourage—literally ‘‘give heart’’ to someone who was discouraged 
or depressed. This willingness to be in solidarity with other human beings 
in their sufferings was one of the ways the desert fathers brought the call of 
love to fruition in the desert. 

The main word the desert fathers used to describe the action of ‘‘carry- 
ing” another in love was Baoráćw. It figures prominently in the New Tes- 
tament, where it is used to describe Jesus' bearing of his cross, the need for 
the disciples to carry the cross in following Jesus, the need to bear others’ 
burdens, and in particular the need to bear the failings of the weak.’® While 
specific New Testament texts are not explicitly cited by the desert fathers, 
the way they use the language of bearing burdens suggests that they were 
conscious of trying to live out this dimension of the commandment to love. 
They understood the need to be discriminating about which burdens to carry, 
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however. This is illustrated well by the sharp comment of a monk who saw 
someone carrying a dead person on a bier. He said to the monk, ‘‘Do you 
carry the dead? Go and carry the living [BáoroZe rovs £ovros].' ? And 
among the living, Abba Daniel contended that it was especially the weak 
ones who should be the recipients of this compassion. He said that if some- 
one ‘‘commits a sin through weakness, one must bear it [vpn Baorácew 
avrov].’’®° One story that illustrates what it meant to ‘‘bear the weak" 
concerns a brother who was burdened by the weight of his sin but was afraid 
to acknowledge it to any of the elders. He approached Abba Lot to talk 
about what he had done but was so troubled and agitated that he could not 
even sit down. Instead, he paced nervously in and out of the cell and was 
unable to bring himself to say what was on his mind. Lot, realizing the 
great weight under which the brother was suffering, pleaded with him, say- 
ing, ‘‘Confess it to me and I will carry it [BaoráZc ovrfjv].'" Encouraged 
by these words, the brother told Lot how he had committed fornication and 
sacrificed to idols in order to do it. Taking all this in his stride, Lot said to 
the brother, **Have confidence, repentance is possible. Go, sit in your cave 

. and I will carry half of your sin with you [BaoTé{w perà oov TO 
nuov Ts apaptias].’’ We are told that God accepted the brother's repen- 
tance and that he became Lot's disciple.*! 

The commitment to carry those who are weak often expressed itself as an 
act of entering deeply into another person's experience and healing that per- 
son through encouragement born of real empathy. An example of someone 
"carrying another" by ''comforting" them is conveyed in a story which 
makes use of a word play on the word ‘‘carry’’ to make its point. A brother 
complained to an old man that he was ‘‘worn out’’ and ‘‘afflicted’’ by the 
erratic behavior of his brother. The old man ‘‘comforted him [zopekóXec 
avrov]’’ saying, ‘‘Bear with your brother [Báo raZov tov àóeX$óv] and 
God, seeing the work of your forbearance, will bear him [pépet avróv]."' 
He noted that ‘‘it is not easy to bear someone through hardness . . . rather, 
bear him through kindness [rn ypnorétnTe dépers avrov], for it is by 
encouragement that our God bears men [ó 0eós Tiv, TH Tapak\ñoe 
péper rovs àvOpórmovs]."' The old man went on to tell him a story of two 
brothers, one of whom became discouraged and wanted to return to ‘the 
world.’ An old man advised the other brother: ‘‘Go with him [back to the 
world], and because of the labor you are giving yourself, God will not let 
him fall.’’®? ‘Going with’? someone who was suffering or discouraged, 
‘‘entering into’’ that experience through kindness and empathy, was one of 
the ways the desert fathers expressed their love. 

Encouraging those who were weak sometimes meant that in one’s deal- 
ings with others, the scales would not be completely even. One time three 


284 THE WORD REALIZED 


old men, one of whom had a bad reputation, came to see Abba Achilles and 
each one asked him to make him a fishing net. He refused the first two, 
saying he had no time, but to the third, the one with the bad reputation, he 
said, ‘‘For you, I will make one.’’ When the two he had refused asked why 
he had treated them so unfairly, Achilles responded that he knew they would 
not be too disappointed if he did not make them a net; they would not take 
it personally because they understood that he did not have time. But with 
the other brother, it was different. ‘‘[1}f I had not made one for him, he 
would have said, ‘“The old man has heard about my sin, and that is why he 
does not want to make me anything.’’ This would have had the effect, Achilles 
claimed, of immediately ‘‘cutting the bond’’ between us. ‘‘But now,’’ he 
said, ‘‘I have aroused his soul [ô&myespa . . . adrod THY buyñvl.’ And, 
in an allusion to St. Paul’s words, he explained that he acted this way toward 
the brother ‘‘so that he would not be overcome with grief [2 Cor 2:7].’’® 
Discouragement of a very mundane kind frequently arose in the desert, and 
this too required the healing words or actions of the elders. Abba Ammonas 
was approached by some brothers who found life difficult where they were 
living. Having discerned that the difficulty they were experiencing would 
not bring ‘‘damage to the soul’’ but was merely a *'human trial," he ‘‘com- 
forted their hearts [rapakakéoas avrov tas Kapdias]’’ and sent them 
back from where they had come.** A more serious case involved an anchor- 
ite who had been led into a grievous sin. He became so gloomy because of 
it, that he was considering giving up his life in the desert and returning to 
the world. His disciple, however, **encouraged [7apexddeu]’’ the anchor- 
ite, who was so lifted by his kindness that he recovered his balance, re- 
mained in the desert, and intensified his way of life.” 

In some cases, the sensitivity of the elders toward those who were lost in 
despair or confusion was such that they were willing to adopt whatever 
position necessary to lead the others out of their pain. In a story alluded to 
earlier, some old men who had heard of Abba Sisoes's reputation for wis- 
dom came to consult him on the matter of the coming judgment. The first 
two cited texts having to do with eternal judgment, and the third, obviously 
troubled by the thought of this, asked: ‘‘Father, what shall I do, for the 
remembrance of the outer darkness is killing me.” Sisoes himself was not 
troubled by these thoughts and tried to encourage the brothers by speaking 
of his own experience: ‘‘For my part, I do not keep in mind the remem- 
brance of any of these things, for God is compassionate and I hope that he 
will show me his mercy." However, the old men were offended by this 
answer, which seemed to them to make light of the issue of the final judg- 
ment, and got up to leave. Realizing the effect that his response had had 
upon them, Sisoes quickly changed course, and said to them: ‘‘Blessed are 
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you, my brothers; truly I envy you. The first speaks of the river of fire, the 
second of hell and the third of darkness. Now if your spirit is filled with 
such remembrances, it is impossible for you to sin. What shall I do then? I 
who am hard of heart and to whom it has not been granted so much as to 
know whether there is a punishment for men; no doubt it is because of this 
that I am sinning all the time.’’ They prostrated themselves before him and 
said, ‘‘Now we have seen exactly that of which we have heard tell.'' 56 One 
could argue that Sisoes was being disingenuous with these old men. Did he 
really believe what he was telling them in his second response? In a sense, 
he did—he knew that a constant awareness of one’s own sinfulness and the 
uncertainty of the judgment to come could kindle real moral acuity. Yet his 
response is more important for what it shows us about his capacity to em- 
pathize with his visitors’ concerns. His desire to reach them and draw them 
out of their paralyzing fear about the final judgment was stronger than his 
attachment to any particular position about that judgment. It was Sisoes’s 
willingness to move toward his visitors in love which touched them most 
deeply. 

A common problem for younger monks in their relationship with the el- 
ders was knowing how often they should approach them with problems or 
questions. When inner warfare was specially intense or when a brother sim- 
ply could not grasp the meaning of what an elder had to say, there was 
sometimes a need to return again and again. In such circumstances, there 
was an understandable reluctance to approach the elder, for fear of being a 
nuisance. One of the sure signs of compassion in the desert was a long- 
suffering kindness through which the elder was able to touch those who 
were uncertain of themselves or their position. In one such case, a brother 
who was severely attacked by lustful thoughts got up during the night, went 
to an old man, and told him about it. The old man ''comforted him 
[vapekáAeaoev avrov] and he returned to his cell strengthened.’’ This hap- 
pened many different times. Each time, ‘‘the old man did not reproach him, 
but spoke to him of what might help him [rà zpós bhékear]. . . ."9 
This same compassionate acceptance of one who had ‘‘fallen’’ is illustrated 
in a story of a brother who sinned and was banished from the monastery on 
the orders of an old anchorite. The brother, we are told, fell into despair. 
Abba Poemen heard of the brother's plight and sent for him. When the 
brother arrived, Poemen, ‘‘seeing him so afflicted, arose and embraced him 
and was kind to him and invited him to eat.” Then Poemen invited the old 
anchorite who had banished the brother to come and visit him. When the 
old man arrived Poemen told him this story: ‘Two men dwelt in one place 
and someone belonging to each of them died; the first one, leaving his own 
dead, went to weep over the other's. Hearing this, the old man was pierced 
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by the words [kateviryn Ei TQ Xóyq].'" 55 It was Poemen’s words that 
reached the old man and revealed to him how harshly he had treated the 
brother. Yet the power of Poemen's words and their capacity to pierce the 
old man's heart was directly linked to Poemen's own practice of compas- 
sion. Only one who had so realized within himself the call to love could 
speak to others with such authority. 

The very real sense which the monks had of Christ's boundless love for 
them significantly affected their capacity to ‘‘bear with’’ others in their suf- 
ferings. In particular, they were able to share their experience of Christ as 
the risen one and Christ as the one whose love sustained their lives with 
those who especially needed encouragement. To one who asked her about 
the manner and meaning of the resurrection of the dead, Amma Theodora 
found it sufficient simply to point to the sign and source of their hope: ‘‘As 
pledge, example, and as prototype we have him who died for us and is 
risen, Christ our God.” *? This sense of Christ's presence as risen and living 
within them could be especially helpful in responding to an annoying or 
troublesome person. We see an instance of this with someone who was said 
to have been ‘‘very austere of body, but not very clear in his thoughts.’’ He 
went to ask Abba John Colobos for help with his problem of ‘‘forgetful- 
ness" but, having received the word, he returned to his cell and promptly 
forgot what John had said to him. He repeated this pattern many times. 
Later, when he met Abba John, he conceded that he had yet again forgotten 
the word he had given him. ‘‘But I did not want to overburden you, so I 
did not come back." John did not rebuke him but instructed him to carry 
out a simple task: to go light a lamp, and then light another one from it. 
After the brother had done this, John asked him: ''Has the lamp suffered 
any loss from the fact that other lamps have been lit from it?” The brother 
responded, ‘‘No.’’ The old man continued, ‘‘So it is with John; even if the 
whole of Scetis came to see me, they would not separate me from the love 
of Christ. Consequently, whenever you want to, come to me without hesi- 
tation.” This was a simple, and in some ways modest, gesture of love. 
Yet to be able to respond with kindness to the continuous, often nagging 
requests for help day in and day out required no small reservoir of love. 
John's sense of living in communion with the love of Christ reveals the 
ultimate source of that love. And it helps us to see the truth of Poemen's 
comment about John, that he had realized within himself the commandment 
to love: ‘‘When a brother went to see Abba John Colobos, he offered him 
that charity of which the apostle speaks, ‘Charity suffers long and is kind.’ ''?! 
Instances such as these confirm one in the belief that for the monks, ‘‘the 
study of Scripture [was] undertaken to know Christ and to keep him in the 
centre of the heart before God.” ?? 
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The willingness to ‘‘be with’’ another in an experience of suffering and 
to redeem that person through this action is one of the most striking aspects 
of the practice of compassion found in the desert. One of the chief causes 
of such suffering was the depression and despair that could overcome one 
after committing some sin which seemed to put one beyond the pale. To 
share in the suffering of such a person could be the beginning of the process 
of redemption. Once, when two brothers were at market, one of them ‘‘fell”” 
into fornication and was so ashamed of what he had done that he refused at 
first to return to his cell with the other brother. But the other persisted, and, 
**wishing to win him over, said to him, '[T]he same thing happened to me 
too . . . come, let us go and do strict penance and God will forgive us.’ 
. . . [T]hen one of the brothers did penance for the other as though he had 
sinned himself. [B]ecause of the great love of the brother who had not sinned,"' 
the one who had sinned was forgiven.” Such love for another could even 
require allowing oneself to become completely overwhelmed by the pain of 
another. In one such instance, a brother found that someone he knew was 
possessed by a demon. The brother, ‘‘being as it is written ‘moved by the 
love of God’ ” prayed that the devil might ‘‘pass into himself and that the 
other might be liberated. God heard his prayer . . . [and] . . . the ascetic 
was overwhelmed by the devil. . . . Finally, because of his love, God drove 
the devil away from him after a few days.''?* The personal cost of such 
action was high. Yet for the sake of a friend suffering in this way, it was a 
cost the brother was willing to pay. And, as we have seen earlier, real power 
was seen to reside in those who realized the commandments of Scripture in 
their lives. In this case, the cathartic act of banishing the devil was accom- 
plished not by the idea of love, but by the realization of love within the 
brother's life. 


Love as Tenderness 


It is surprising in some ways, given how harsh life in the desert could be, 
that the final word in desert spirituality is tenderness. The long and hard 
effort of the monks to realize within themselves the meaning of the com- 
mandment to love resulted in a certain tenderness, even sweetness in their 
behavior and demeanor. The number of stories preserved by the monks re- 
ferring to tiny, seemingly insignificant acts of kindness and tenderness is 
quite revealing. Such acts of tenderness toward others were preserved be- 
cause the monks were convinced that it was here above all that one could 
see the fruit of the long years spent struggling in the desert. Such gestures 
were treasured as much as more heroic deeds of love, for they showed the 
elders to be bearers of the mercy, kindness, and tenderness of God. The 
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spontaneity of such acts, the freedom with which love was given revealed 
the possibility of an existence transformed by love. 

A practical question over which the monks often struggled was how to 
balance the requirements of their ascetic rule and the requirements of love. 
Should one, in the event of having visitors, keep the rule—involving soli- 
tude, silence, fasting—or break it for the sake of the higher law of charity 
and hospitality? In spite of the seriousness with which the monks took their 
ascetical regime, it is apparent that the commandment had a greater weight 
in these circumstances. The willingness to override the lesser imperatives of 
human commandments, personal customs, or local rules to provide refresh- 
ment [@vamavots] of both a material and a spiritual kind for those in need 
was one expression of the realization of the commandment to love among 
those in the desert. One story tells how during a period of fasting at Scetis 
some visitors came to see Abba Moses and he cooked some food for them. 
Seeing the smoke rising from his cell, some of the brothers said to the 
ministers, ‘‘Look, Moses has broken the commandment and has cooked 
something in his cell." The ministers agreed that when Moses came to join 
them for the Saturday synaxis they would speak to him about what he had 
done. However, when the time came, the ministers, who knew of Abba 
Moses’ ‘‘magnificent way of life," chose not to condemn him for what he 
had done, but to praise him instead. They declared, ‘‘O Abba Moses, you 
broke the commandment of men, and kept the commandment of God.” °” 
One of the interesting things about this story is how the ministers came to 
the conclusion about the character of Moses’ behavior. It was not simply on 
the merits of the present case that they knew that Moses had broken a lesser 
commandment in order to keep a higher one. Rather, because they knew of 
his magnificent way of life, they recognized in his behavior the sure signs 
of an act motivated by love. We see a similar motivation at work in two 
other stories. In the first, two brothers came to see an old man whose custom 
it was ''not to eat every day." When [the elder] saw the brothers, ‘‘he 
rejoiced, and said, ‘Fasting brings its reward, but he who eats again through 
charity, fulfills two commandments, for he gives up his own will and he 
fulfills the commandment.’ And he refreshed the brothers.’ °° We see here 
another example of the monks’ willingness to suspend mere customs—whether 
personal or local—in any situation which called for an expression of gener- 
osity or love. ‘‘Eating again through charity,” while clearly compromising 
the elder’s strict ascetical regime, became a means of fulfilling the com- 
mandment. Another story tells of a brother who went to see an anchorite, 
apparently causing the old man to break his fast in order to tend to the needs 
of the brother. As he was leaving the brother asked forgiveness from the old 
man ‘‘for having taken you away from your rule."' But the anchorite showed 
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himself to be utterly unconcerned with this perceived breach of his ascetical 
regime and told the brother, ‘‘My rule is to refresh you [@va7riaw oe] and 
send you away in peace.” ° 

Misplaced emphasis on ascetical rigor was not restricted to the issue of 
fasting but also manifested itself in other ways. One of the signs of this 
tenderness was a rejection of this rigor. For instance, some rather stern brothers 
once asked Abba Poemen, ‘‘[W]hen we see brothers who are dozing at the 
synaxis, shall we rouse them so that they will be watchful?’ He responded: 
‘For my part, when I see a brother who is dozing, I put his head on my 
knees and let him rest.’’ 9° Similarly, Abba Arsenius once pretended to have 
fallen asleep during the vigil so that his companions who had fallen asleep 
would not feel foolish or ashamed.” Such tenderness was extended espe- 
cially to those who were in pain or trouble of any kind. On one occasion, 
when some brothers were traveling to Scetis, the guide who was leading 
them there became confused and lost his way. In order not to embarrass 
him, John Colobos pretended to be ill so they could stay there until dawn. 9? 

The tenderness of the desert fathers could also express itself in sponta- 
neous and extravagant gestures of love. This can be seen in a story concern- 
ing the reconciliation between Abba Motius and a brother with whom he 
had had a falling out. We are told that the brother, under the instigation of 
the devil, had ‘‘opposed him and persecuted him,’’ causing Motius to with- 
draw and live as a recluse. Sometime later the same brother was part of a 
group of monks which came to visit Abba Motius. ‘‘As soon as [Motius] 
heard the name of the brother who had distressed him, in his joy the old 
man took a hatchet, battered down the door and came running out to where 
the brother was. He went to him . . . and made a prostration to him and 
embraced him.’’'°! What is striking about this episode is the immediacy and 
urgency with which Motius responded to the voice of his beloved friend. 
There was not a moment’s hesitation when he heard that the young man was 
near, nor could he tolerate another moment without being reconciled with 
his friend. Love was often expressed in such concrete and intimate terms in 
the desert. 

In addition, there are numerous stories of brothers looking after those who 
are ill and showing them great acts of kindness. One time a brother came 
upon an old man living in a distant desert, who had become ill and was 
unable to care for himself. The brother ‘‘looked after him, washed him, 
cooked some of the provisions he had brought, and offered them to him to 
eat.’’!°? In another case, a brother served a sick elder at great personal cost 
to himself, tending his open sores, and looking after all his needs. Many 
times he was tempted to flee, but he stayed, ‘‘suffered and went on serving 
the old man, and seeing the brother’s labor, God healed the old man.’’ 103 
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One time a brother heard of an old man who was ill and who was longing 
for some fresh bread. The brother gathered some loaves of dry bread, ran a 
great distance to a town where he could get fresh bread and brought them 
back for the old man while they were still warm.!9^ Other times love ex- 
tended into the domain of the work place and involved placing one’s own 
interests behind those of the others. Three brothers were harvesting together 
when one fell ill and could not continue working. The other two brothers 
decided that with increased effort they could do the extra work for the sick 
brother. They did so, collected the wages for the three of them, and paid 
the sick brother his share.!9? In another instance, a brother heard one of his 
companions telling how he had no handles to put on his baskets and that he 
was concerned because market day was approaching. So he gave the other 
one his own handles and ‘‘caused his brother's work to succeed by neglect- 
ing his own.’’ 1% 


Such seemingly insignificant acts of kindness fill the Sayings. Although they 
make for less dramatic reading than the recitation of great ascetical feats, 
the frequency with which they are recounted serves as an indication of the 
significance attached to them by the desert fathers. For those who sought to 
understand how to proceed in the way of holiness in the desert, the innu- 
merable small words, gestures, and acts of the holy ones were precious 
reminders of the possibilities that lay before them. Nor should the signifi- 
cance of these gestures be underestimated. What Patricia Cox has noted 
about ancient biographies of holy men and women is also true of these 
sayings. Their ‘‘aim was to evoke, and thus to reveal the interior geography 
of the hero's life. . . . [T]hus when they sought to 'capture the gesture,' 
they were negotiating the intersection of the human and the divine.’’!®’ The 
gestures and images of the holy ones which we find in the Sayings also 
capture something else: the attempt on the part of the monks to bring to life 
the Scriptures which formed the basis of their life. The Sayings provides 
visual evidence of the power of Scripture to create new life in the desert; it 
suggests that for the desert fathers the place where the *'surplus of mean- 
ing’’ of Scripture came to realization was in the transformed lives of the 
holy ones. Those who wished to learn from the holy ones could look to their 
words or to their teachings. But above all, they looked to the holy ones 
themselves, to the ones who had drunk so deeply from the well of Scripture 
that they had become new living texts. 

We see this in the stories describing the visages of some of the greatest 
of the elders; they were seen to reflect the light of the great biblical exem- 
plars. Because of his shining countenance, Abba Pambo was said to be 
‘like Moses, who received the image of the glory of Adam when his face 
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shone.’’!©8 Abba Arsenius’s ‘‘appearance was angelic, like that of Jacob. 

. .”’109 Abba Nisterus was also said to have reflected the glory of Moses, 
though indirectly. He was likened to ‘‘the serpent of brass which Moses 
made for the healing of the people [Nm 21:8—9]: he possessed all virtue and 
without speaking he healed everyone.’’!!° The comparison is striking in that 
it picks up a central Old Testament symbol of healing to communicate elo- 
quently the silent healing power which Nisterus possessed. Many of those 
listening to this comparison would have been immediately reminded of that 
one whose healing power was said to have surpassed that of Moses' serpent 
(Jn 3:14; 19:37). The presence of the refracted light of biblical exemplars 
in the faces of the desert fathers indicates a kind of spiritual trajectory in the 
desert: the exemplars of Scripture showed the way to live, and the desert 
fathers, by imitating them, became new exemplars. This was not only an 
important part of the monks' own self-understanding, it also explains much 
of their appeal to their contemporaries: ‘‘To be a ‘man of God’ was to 
revive, on the banks of the Nile, all other *men of God' in all other ages. 

. . Little wonder that strong millennial hopes flickered around the persons 
of the holy men and around the walled monasteries of the Nile." !!! Yet, in 
the end these hopes were focused on something obscure and utterly unspec- 
tacular: the quiet, forceful presence of one who had become a bearer of 
compassion. We can see this best in a story told about three elders who used 
to visit Antony every year. Two of them would discuss their thoughts and 
the salvation of their souls with him, but the third always remained silent, 
not asking him anything. Antony finally asked him why it was that he al- 
ways came with the others but did not ask him anything. He replied simply, 
“It is enough for me to see you, Father.” !!2 
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Epilogue 


It is now possible to see with renewed clarity the profound way in which 
Scripture shaped the spirituality of the early Christian monks. This is signif- 
icant on at least three levels. First, it sheds new light on our historical un- 
derstanding of early monasticism, establishing the depth at which Scripture 
permeated the experience of the early desert monks. Second, it focuses at- 
tention on hermeneutical questions, suggesting that the diverse, creative her- 
meneutical strategies at work in the desert contributed significantly to the 
monks’ capacity to make sense of and live within the world of Scripture. 
Finally, it provides a new way of thinking about the meaning of the desert 
fathers’ quest for holiness and the shape of their spirituality, suggesting that 
their continuous rumination upon Scripture, their desire to embody the texts 
in their lives, was a primary source of the compelling spirituality that emerged 
from the desert. 


Any attempt to understand the history of early monasticism must take into 
account the central role that Scripture played in the life of the monks. Whether 
it was the primary force behind the rise and development of early monasti- 
cism is uncertain; but it was surely among the key influences shaping the 
early monks’ life and spirituality. An appreciation of this element of early 
monasticism can help to fill out our understanding of early monastic asceti- 
cism, complementing recent studies that have focused on such issues as the 
social and economic dimensions of asceticism, the role of the body in the 
ascetical life, the relationship between different ascetical ‘‘schools,’’ and the 
historical origins of asceticism. Any conclusions drawn about the role of 
Scripture in early monasticism must be seen as fitting into the increasingly 
rich and complex picture of early asceticism that has arisen from this work. 
At the same time, the role of sacred texts in forming the early monastic 
communities deserves to be taken seriously on its own terms and to be seen 
as a crucial part of the ascetical life of the monks. 

For example, while there were almost certainly multiple and even con- 
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flicting motives behind the rise to monasticism, there are good reasons for 
thinking that Scripture may have played a central role in this process. What 
we know of early Egyptian Christianity and the ascetical impulse of that 
period from the monastic sources as well as from papyrological evidence 
makes it entirely plausible that certain key biblical texts may have influenced 
the growth of early monasticism. Still, there is much in this early period 
that remains hidden from our view. What is utterly clear, on the other hand, 
is the pulsing life the sacred texts gave to the daily existence of the early 
monks: the texts were proclaimed, recited (in solitude and in community), 
memorized, ruminated upon, and discussed. They served as a basic frame 
of reference and primary source of sustenance to the early monastics. (It is 
noteworthy that Peter Brown, in reevaluating his own groundbreaking work 
on the role and function of the holy man in late antiquity, has pointed to the 
need to take more seriously *'the crucial role of liturgical prayer’’ in shaping 
the early monks’ experience.) If we are to understand the particular cultural 
and spiritual achievements of these desert ascetics, we must take seriously 
this fundamental element in their monastic existence. 

The constant reference to biblical texts in the lives of the monks does not 
mean that there was always complete agreement about how to understand 
them. We find in the Sayings numerous conflicts over how to approach and 
interpret the texts in general and over the understanding of particular texts. 
The presence of these hermeneutical tensions in the Sayings reveals to us 
some of the fault lines running through the early monastic world and points 
to the ambiguous, often conflicting character of much early monastic world- 
building. We see, for example, certain tensions emerging from the different 
assumptions about language on the part of literate and non-literate members 
of the early monastic communities. Elsewhere, we find Scripture becoming 
part of a debate between cenobitic and eremitical monks regarding the nature 
of the ascetical life. And often, Scripture acts as a mirror, held up by an 
elder before a disciple to reveal the monk to himself. Much of the drama of 
the early monastic world was played out on a stage where delicately textured 
light, color, and sound were provided by the sacred texts. 


A distinct but related issue addressed by this study concerns hermeneutics, 
the role played by the monks’ creative interpretive strategies in giving rise 
to and sustaining the early monastic world. There was little that was original 
in the particular hermeneutical approaches of the desert fathers, something 
that perhaps helps to account for the neglect of the early monastic herme- 
neutic in the standard histories of biblical interpretation. What we do find in 
the Sayings is dramatic evidence, in stories and anecdotes, of the influence 
interpretive questions had on the moral and spiritual life of an entire com- 
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munity. Focusing on contemporary hermeneutical categories illuminates the 
rich, multifaceted character of this ancient hermeneutic. 

We have seen, for example, that the desert fathers were acutely aware of 
the disclosive power of language, and that their encounters with words— 
whether those of an elder or of Scripture—often had the character of ‘‘word 
events.” Similarly, the assumptions or prejudices the elders brought to the 
texts were vital to the sense or understanding they derived from them. The 
monks’ belief that the sacred texts were inherently powerful, a source of 
holiness, with a capacity to transform their lives, may have arisen from the 
largely oral culture of which they were a part; or it may have been an as- 
sumption that was particularly strong within their ascetic culture. Whatever 
the precise source for such an attitude, there can be no doubt that these 
attitudes about language had a profound effect on the monks’ practical her- 
meneutic and on their spirituality. In the solitary acts of memorization, rum- 
ination, and meditation of Scripture, words penetrated the deepest recesses 
of the soul and created new possibilities and challenges. In the ethical rela- 
tionship between elder and disciple, words spoke forcefully and demanded 
an often costly response. The monks were drawn into a hermeneutical circle, 
in which the words of Scripture and the elder elicited from them increasingly 
incisive responses of moral honesty and commitment. And the words them- 
selves were experienced as infinitely elastic, growing with the monks’ own 
growth and struggle, drawing them ever more deeply into the mystery re- 
vealed through the words. 


Finally interpretation, understood as a means to transformation and holiness, 
was fundamental to the desert fathers’ spirituality. While the monks we meet 
in the Sayings are generally reticent to speak of their spiritual experience, 
we can nevertheless glimpse substantial traces of their spirituality through 
their interpretation of Scripture. They saw the sacred texts as projecting 
worlds of possible meaning that they were called upon to enter. To ruminate 
on Scripture was to embark upon a deeply personal drama that the monks 
referred to as the quest for purity of heart. Interpretation of Scripture in this 
context meant allowing the text to strip away the accumulated layers of self- 
deception, self-hatred, fear, and insecurity that were exposed in the desert 
solitude and in the tension of human interaction. It also meant opening one- 
self to the new possibilities of meaning offered by these texts, realizing this 
meaning within oneself, and being transformed by this realization. While 
the avenues opened up by the texts were as diverse as the texts themselves 
and the questions the monks put to them, a certain consensus emerged among 
the desert fathers in the Sayings regarding what is at the heart of Scripture 
and thus at the center of their spiritual quest. 
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The central themes in the spirituality of the desert fathers noted in the 
latter half of this book, such as eschatology, penthos, and the struggle against 
evil; renunciation, freedom from care, and the recovery of paradise; humility 
and love, emerged from the monks’ unceasing rumination on Scripture. Their 
desire to enter into the worlds projected by the sacred texts took on concrete 
shape as they confronted the particular demands and possibilities proposed 
by Scripture. The episodes contained in the Sayings refer again and again to 
the attempts by various monks to take into themselves a particular text, to 
make it part of their souls and their lives. Interpretation and misinterpreta- 
tion of Scripture in the desert had little to do with doctrinal orthodoxy; 
rather, the aim of interpretation was moral purity and integrity and through 
this, the experience of God. Holiness for the desert fathers was expressed 
as personal transformation arising from the realization of Scripture within 
oneself. It is clear from the Sayings that the desert fathers exemplified in 
their own lives qualities that they absorbed from Scripture. They became 
“‘Christ-bearers,’” mediators of God to humanity. The ultimate expression 
of the desert hermeneutic was a person, one who embodied the sacred texts 
and who drew others out of themselves into a world of infinite possibilities. 


Appendix: Biblical Texts 


Cited in Cotelier’s Greek Text 
and in Modern Translations 
of the Sayings 


Old Testament 


Cotelier Ward Regnault Mortari 
Genesis 6 4 20 52 
Exodus 3 2 5 19 
Leviticus 1 
Numbers 1 7 
Deuteronomy 1 1 2 7 
Joshua 1 1 2 4 
I Samuel 1 5 6 
II Samuel 2 6 
I Kings 4 2 4 
II Kings 2 2 2 9 
Tobit 1 
II Macabees 1 
Job 3 2 4 7 
Psalms 26 23 26 70 
Proverbs 5 3 6 9 
Ecclesiastes 1 1 2 
Wisdom 1 1 
Sirach 1 3 3 
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Isaiah 
Jeremiah 
Ezekiel 
Daniel 
Joel 
Amos 
Jonah 
Zechariah 
Malachi 
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Matthew 
Mark 

Luke 

John 

Acts 

Romans 

I Corinthians 
II Corinthians 
Galatians 
Ephesians 
Philippians 
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I Timothy 
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Titus 
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I Peter 

II Peter 
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Scripture as basis of desert, 59—61 
Palladius, 60, 118 
Pambo, Abba 

on integrity of speech, 146 

teaching by, 148 

on Scripture, 156 

on approved works, 219 

humility of, 248 

described, 290 
Paphnutius, Abba, 78, 241, 279 
Paradise. See Recovery of paradise 
Paterikon. See Apophthegmata Patrum 
Patermuthius, Abba, 60 
Paul, Abba, 231 
Paul, Apostle, St. 

on poverty, 219 

on bearing insults, 222 

on humility, 239 

on Christ as model, 244 

on judging others, 275, 281 

on compassion, 284 
Paul the Simple, Abba, 117-18, 191 


Pedagogy, 5 
Pelagius, deacon, 85 
Penthos 


described, 185-88 
cultivating, 189-92, 207 
practice of, 190-92, 299 
Persecution 
Decian, 42-43 
influence of martyrs of, 43 
Peter, priest of Dios, 252 
Peter the Pionite, Abba, 142—43 
Philokalia (St. Nicodemus), 9 
Pietists, 8 
Pistus, Abba, 152 
Plato, 51-53 
Plotinus 
on quest for holiness, 48-49, 51-54 
social influence of, 50-51 
Poemen, Abba 
on ethos of monastic life, 55 
passes the word, 78 
on importance of tears, 110, 186-89 
on power of spoken words, 124 
on power of language, 136 
complains about loose talk, 140, 143 
on ability to teach, 145 
on healing power of silence, 148 
on word of elders, 152—53 
on discussing Scriptures, 156—57 


334 GENERAL INDEX 


Poemen, Abba (continued) 
on self-deception, 161 
story on compassion, 164-65 
on asceticism, 194—97 
on value of experience, 199 
on temptation, 201-2 
on vigilance, 204 
on renunciation, 216 
on seeking the narrow way, 220-21 
on help from God, 222-23 
on dependence upon God, 223-24 
on humility, 237, 239 
on understanding Beatitudes, 241 
on Scripture as guide, 250 
humility of, 252 
on price of love, 264 
on compassion, 265, 285-86, 289 
on controlling anger, 268-70, 272-73 
on returning good for evil, 269-70 
on judging others, 274—75, 280 
on forgiveness, 276-77 
on danger of self-deception, 277-78 
Ponticianus, 8 
Porphyry, 49-50, 52-53 
Poverty, renunciation and, 217-19 
Practice (Praxis) 
importance of, 23 
connection with words, 134-35, 150-66 
Scriptures as source of, 134-35, 171-72 
embrace of, 154-57 
Scripture put into, 154 
following commandments, 159 
benefits of, 160-66 
hermeneutical significance of, 160-66 
of prayer, 164, 270-71 
of penthos, 190-92 
of asceticism, 197-98 
vigilance in ascetical, 203-8 
power through, 257-58 
of forgiveness, 275-76 
Praktikos (Evagrius), 93 
Prayer 
practice of, 164, 271 
renunciation and, 219 
controlling anger through, 270-71 
Pride, 237, 242 
Psalms, 97 
Psalter, 112-13 
Pythagorean ideal, 51 


Recitation practice. See also Synaxis, 122, 
126-28 

Recovery of paradise, 231—33, 299 

Reformation, 13 


Regnault, Lucien, 82, 95-96 
Renunciation 
literary portrayal of, 46-47 
impact of Scripture on, 47-48 
described, 213-14 
call to, 214-17, 299 
poverty and, 217-19 
prayer and, 219 
of the will, 219 
detachment as fruit of, 227 
Repentance, 191-92, 229 
Resurrection, 34-35 
Revelation, 170 
Revelation (Book of), 97 
Rhéma, 81-82 
Ricoeur, Paul, 19-20, 95 
Roberts, C. H., 38, 44-45 
Romanus, Abba, 159 
Rosweyde, Heribert, 85 
Rotulus (roll), 44 
Royal Way, 195 
Rule (St. Benedict), 8 
Russian monasticism, 9 


Saints, 170 
Salvation, 151—54, 185 
Sayings 
naked, 82 
simple, 82 
vision spoken of in, 82-83 
development of longer narratives, 83 
**primitive core’’ of, 84 
Sayings of the Desert Fathers. See also 
Alphabetical collection; Systematic 
collection 
historical value of, 6 
popularity in Benedictine monasteries, 8 
Scripture role in, 14-15, 61-62, 84—85, 
95—98 
on renunciation of monks, 59 
origins of, 76—79 
various collections of, 85-88 
Palestine origin of collections, 86—88 
character of, 88—95 
as literature, 89—92 
integrity of, 92-95 
example of obedience in, 114 
on benefits of meditation, 122—29 
regarding power of words, 141-42 
on heart and the mouth, 144 
on benefits of silence, 147-48 
on keeping commandments, 151-52 
on words and praxis, 165-66 
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holy exemplars in, 167-69, 290-91 
allegory in, 171 
on asceticism, 193-94 
on fasting, 198 
stories on realization of freedom, 225-31 
on robberies, 228-29 
on humility, 236 
on kenosis of Christ, 240-41 
on unjust accusations, 255 
on practice of love, 261-62, 265-66 
on overcoming anger, 267—73 
acts of kindness in, 290—91 
desert hermeneutics in, 298—300 
Scetis, 87, 152 
Scripture. See also Desert hermeneutic; 
Holiness; Synaxis 
impact on early monasticism, 4-5, 14-15 
monastic interpretation of, 5-6 
criticism regarding monasticism and, 13 
written vs. oral text, 18 
surplus of meaning of, 20 
early Coptic translations of, 35, 44—47 
desert movement mediated through, 43 
use by desert monks, 43—48, 61-62, 107— 
8, 111-14, 150-60 
impact on renunciation, 47—48 
hindrance of pagan culture to, 58 
as basis of monastic paideia, 59-61 
content in Sayings, 84-85, 95-98 
compared to word of elders, 108-11 
reading of, 112-13 
oral recitation of, 122-29 
on meditation, 128-29 
praxis and, 134—35, 171-72 
silence as response to, 148—49 
interpretive approach to, 166-72 
eschatology in, 182 
fulfilled through conversion, 190—92 
temptation deliverance through, 199—201 
used to cultivate love, 276—77 
spirituality shaped by, 297—300 
Self-accusation, 243 
Self-deception, 277-78 
Self-justification, 243 
Self-transformation. See also Greek 
philosophy, 51—54 
Seraphim of Sarov, 9 
Serapion, Abba 
Psalter owned by, 112-13 
on books, 116 
conversion by, 192 
on true humility, 241 
Sermon on the Mount, 224 
Shunamite woman, 206-7 


Silence 
importance of, 135 
transformation through, 144—45 
benefits of, 146-50 
as expression of tenderness, 147 
as expression of humility, 250 
Silvanus, Abba, 163, 230-31 
Simple sayings, 82 
Sisoes, Abba 
longing for St. Antony's mountain, 55 
on practice of reading, 112 
on unnecessary talk, 140 
on integrity of words, 144 
on tenderness of silence, 147 
on temptations, 182 
on judgment, 183 
on humility, 239 
humility of, 248 
compassion of, 284—85 
Sisoes of Petra, Abba, asked for a word, 78 
Skeat, T. C., 44 
Slander, 141-42 
Sozomen, 59 
Spirituality. See Desert spirituality 
Steiner, George, 23 
Stoics, 37, 236 
Suzuki, D. T., 11 
Synaxis 
Scripture use in public, 107, 112 
reading Scriptures as substitute for, 113 
described, 117 
conflict over procedure for, 119-22 
importance of humility, 121-22 
healing power of, 126-27 
vigilance in, 203-4 
Syncletica, Amma 
on healing power, 126 
on testing words, 145 
on temptation, 193 
on using Scripture, 200—201 
on poverty, 218-19 
on humility, 237, 239—40 
on danger of anger, 268 
Synesius of Cyrene, 11 
Syrian asceticism, 39—40 
Systematic collection, 82, 85—86, 88 


Temptations 
demons symbolism of, 123-26 
desert monks on, 182—83 
enduring, 198—203 
experience through, 199 
discernment and, 202-3 
challenge to freedom from care, 222-25 
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Temptations (continued) 
to judge, 275-76 
Mark the Egyptian resists, 279-80 
La tentation de Saint Antoine (Flaubert), 9 
Terenuthis, 152 
Texts. See also Hermeneutics 
defining written, 18 
oral, 18-19 
to project a world, 19 
surplus of meaning of, 20 
transformation through experience of, 23 
Christianity and use of written, 43—44 
Sayings transition from oral to written, 
79-81 
kind of Sayings, 88—89 
reciprocal literary influences, 91-93 
desert monks use of written, 111-14 
owning written, 115-16 
memorization of, 161 
holy exemplars in, 167—69 
Theodora, Amma, 143 
on Hesychia, 126 
on eschatological tribulations, 182 
uses Scripture allusions, 198—99 
on humility, 237 
on demands of love, 266 
on refraining from anger, 272-73 
on Christ as hope, 286 
Theodore of Pherme, Abba 
books owned by, 111, 115-16 
taught by silent example, 147 
on doing the word, 158 
on virtues of monasticism, 217 
on value of poverty, 218 
power over animals, 231 
on importance of commandments, 263 
on judging others, 275 
Theodote, Abba, 275 
Theonas, Abba, 227 
Theophilus, Abba, 184 
Therapeutae, 37 
Timothy, Abba, 164 


Veilleux, Armand, 39 
Verba Seniorum. See Systematic collection 
Vigilance 

in ascetical practice, 203-8 

meaning of, 204-5 

humility and, 242-43 


Virtues 
leads to God, 51 
of desert monasticism, 217 
Obedience as greatest, 219 
of humility, 236, 245 

Visions 
biblical interpretation and, 82-83 
on fighting demons, 238 
humility and, 238-39 

Vita Antonii (St. Athanasius) 
on spread of desert legacy, 7-8 
mention of early ascetics by, 42 
portrayal of Anthony, 46-47, 60 
literary form as influence, 90-91, 93-94 
call to renunciation, 214 
on controlling anger, 268 

Vitae Patrum (Heribert Rosweyde), 85 

Vita (Melania the Younger), 87 

Vita Pachomii, 42-43 

Vita Plotinii (Porphyry), 49-50 


Ward, Benedicta, 95-97 
The Way of a Pilgrim, 9 
Western Christianity, 10 
Withdrawal movement. See Anachôrésis 
Word(s) 
authority of elders’, 18, 152-53 
authority of God's, 18, 200 
defining events, 18 
as living force, 116 
as protection from demons, 123-26 
connection with praxis, 134-35 
good and evil, 136-37 
negative power of, 138—43 
effects of slander, 141—42 
integrity of, 144—46, 160 
culture of the, 149—50 
emphasis on ‘‘doing the," 151—154, 157- 
60 
of power, 279, 299 
World of meaning, 20 


Xanthius, Abba, 136, 273 
Xeniteia, 40 


Zelótai, 50 
Zen-Christian dialogue, 11 
Zeno, Abba, 140-41, 238, 271 


